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That sage then set his hand upon his heart 
(a hundred blessings be on that hand and heart!) 
And said, I offer you the remedy of proof and demonstration; 
but if you accept, 
I shall place a seal upon your lips which must never be broken. 
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And the Hand of Allah is above their hands! 
(Sirah al-Fath 25:7) 
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On the fifth of March (23 Sha‘ban 437) in the year 1046 of the 
Common Era a man, Abu Mu?’in Nasr, son of Khusraw, from the 
town of Qubadiyan in the district of Marv in northeastern Persia 
who describes himself as being, “...a scribe by profession and one 
of those in charge of the revenue service (of the ruler)” leaves his 
comfortable and somewhat disolute life of some forty years behind 
in order to undertake a pilgrimage (Hajj) to Makkah on the basis of a 
spiritual dream (ru’yah) which he relates as follows: 

“One night in a dream I saw someone speaking to me saying, 

‘How long will you continue to drink of this wine which de- 

stroys the intellect of men? If you were to stay sober it would 

be better for you.’ 

In reply I said, “The wise have not been able to come up with 

anything other than this wine to lessen the sorrows of this 

world.’ 

“He answered me, saying, “To be without your senses is no 

repose. He cannot be called wise who leads one to senseless- 

ness. Rather it is is better to seek out that which increases one 

in reason and in wisdom.’ 

“Where can I find such such a thing?’ I asked. 

‘Seek and you shall find!’ and then he pointed to the gibla 

(direction of prayer in Makkah) and said no more. 

“When I awoke, I remembered everything which had made a 

truly great impression on me.’ You have woken from last 

night’s sleep,’ I said to myself, ‘when will you awaken from a 

sleep of forty years. I reflected that until I changed all my 

ways I would never find true happiness.’ (Safarnadma 1-2) 
Thus he left everything behind and, with his brother and a servant, 
embarked on a pilgrimage to Makkah which in the end would take 
seven years and 2,800, miles most of which was on foot. 
An account of this journey, compiled in a later period of his life, is 
his well known work the Safarndma or Safarndmé (#+L4,4—«) , for 
which he used notes that he had taken along his seven-year journey. 
The prose resembles a travelogue (as opposed to his poetic and 
philosophical Diwan). In the beginning he recounts an extraordinary 
dream (see above) in which he converses with a man who encour- 
ages him to seek out that which is truly beneficial. This dream vi- 
sion (ru’yd/4,5) results in a complete and lasting change in his life. 
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Nasir-i Khusraw’s travels as described in the Safarnama. 
Credit: Wikipedia 
omotons 
Today, which just so happens to be the fifth of March in the year 
2014 of the Common Era, is exactly the day to 968 years that Nasir- 
i Khusraw set out on his journey. I pray that this “coincidence” 
turns our to be propitious in telling the tale and making known some 
of the life of Nasir-i Khusro 38, which is known in the West to some 
academics, Persian scholars, a smattering of people drawn to gnosti- 
cism and mysticism and few else, though he continues to be well 
known in Iran where his book is widely taught from high school on. 
Perhaps it may also be of some use to tell just why I happen to be 
writing about him. 
I am one of those “smattering of people” in the West drawn to mys- 
ticism and gnosticism and, beyond that I have read widely all of my 
life and over the last few years in this my seventh decade of life I 
have been drawn, as a Muslim, to try to undertand the hadith of the 
Prophet #% which reads as follows: 
As related by ‘Abdu-llah b. ‘Umar — “Whoever dies without being 
bound by the oath of allegiance (bay‘ah), dies the death of the time 
of ignorance.” (Sahih Muslim (1851). And in another form “Who- 
soever dies without recognizing the °Imam of his time dies the 
death of ignorance (jahiliyyah).” (Sahih Bukhari and Ahmad b. 
Hanbal, al-Musnad). 
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So far as the first hadith goes, I have always (or at least since I was 
30) felt “safe”, for I gave my bay‘ah for the first time when I was 
thirty and have given it three or four times since due to the deaths of 
my different shuyukh (may Allah 3% have mercy on all of them) 
over time and once when the person who advertised himself as be- 
ing a shaykh turned out to be something else, not that he was a 
“bad” man but just that he wasn’t what he said he was. 
So for some 45 years I have felt safe on the first count but on the 
second count: “Whosoever dies without recognizing the °Imam of 
his time dies the death of ignorance (jahiliyyah).” I was not overly 
concerned as I was with my shaykh and that sufficed. I only began 
on the death of my shaykh 3% to really question if I truly knew the 
*Imam x of my time and, on deeper introspection, I realised that I 
did not truly know the *Imam 3 of my time which has led to major 
change in my life. 
As some of you who are reading or listening to this know, I re- 
ceived khilafah from my Shaykh Dr. Ibrahim al-Batawi, who was a 
professor for some twenty-five years at Azhar University dealing 
mainly with foreign (°ajnabi/_—»—i—=/) students and a Shadhdbuli 
shaykh who was a student and one of the khulafa’ (- 44!) of Shaykh 
Sidi Salamah Radi. I also received *Ijazah (83+!) in Muragaba from 
Dr. Syed Ali Ashraf (Allah 3 mercy him) and °/jdzah in Calling 
to Allah 3& (da‘wah/ss—e3) from Shaykh Umar ‘Abdullah (Allah 2 
mercy him) a BaAlawi from the Comorro Islands and Khilafah from 
Shaykh Qutub-u-Din Yar Faridi, a Nizamiyya Chistiyya shaykh. 
So, as I said, I felt pretty “safe” and my main concern really was to 
find and “grow” at least one of my students to take my place when I 
died so that our particular Shadhdbuli line would continue. But one 
day, in the midst of my reflections, I realized that I truly did not 
know, as I have said, the °Imam x of my time and from that mo- 
ment on my life changed to the extent that all of my various °Jjazat 
and Khulafah faded to insignificance on a certain level and I began 
to neglect my students as I realised I could not really serve them in 
full and I urgently began to seek the ?Jmam x of my time. In this 
respect I must confess I have not been fully successful though, by 
the Grace of Allah 2%, I have by now managed to catch sight of him 
on more that one occassion as well as, I believe (though I am sure I 
can be fooled as I have been before), heard him speak and believe, 
to the degree that it is possible, have understood his words and have 
endeavored to act, as best I can, on those words. 
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All of these, I realise, are preliminary steps and until I can actually 
speak with him and consciously give him my bay‘ah I will not have 
been successful; and more than that, since I am now seventy-five, I 
am not sure if I will have enough time and only pray to Allah 3& 
that He, through His Infinite Grace, will make it possible and I will 
be able to both see and know the °Imam 3 of the time. 
When I say this has brought about a massive, at least for me and 
some of those who are closest to me, change in my life I will try, as 
succinctly as possible, to say what I mean by this and exactly how 
this is involved with the subject of the bayan on Nasir-i Khusro 3s. 
Now the Shadhdhuli Sufi order is, as is well known, primarily a 
Sunni order whose teachings originate with Sayyidina ‘Ali x as do, 
in truth, the vast majority of all Sufi orders with the exception of the 
Naqshbandi (who take Abu Bakr’s >¢% teachings as their origin), the 
Oveyssi and, to a certain degree, the Tijanniya which has somewhat 
obscure beginnings as an “*Islam for the poor,’ which reacted 
against the conservative, hierarchical Qadiriyyah brotherhood then 
dominant in much of the Muslim world, focusing on social reform 
and grass-roots Islamic revival, and whose founder Mawlana Sidi 
Ahmed Tijani 38, announced that the Prophet % had authorised him 
in a daylight vision (yaqadatan = while awake) to establish his own 
order, The Tariqa Ahmadiya-Muhammadiya-Ibrahimiya-Hanifiya- 
Tijaniya. Whilst such happenings are not unheard of, there is always 
some degree of skepticism surrounding such self proclamation in 
which authority derives from the self of a shaykh rather than a re- 
cognised source such as Sayyidina “Ali x or Abu Bakr 2¢% etc. 
Indeed Mawlana Sidi Ahmed Tijani 38 told his students that the 
Prophet & told him that to take Siifism directly from him — hence 
the name — and not use any of the chains of authority of teacher-to- 
disciple that were the main stay of all the Sift orders, saying: 

“You owe no favour to any of the Shaykhs of the path, for I am my- 
self your medium and provider in every truth. Abandon all that you 
have taken from all other tariqas and hold fast to this tariqa without 
seclusion (khalwa), or retirement from people (uz/a), until you 
reach your promised maqam, and you are as you are, without hard- 
ship, difficulty, or strife, and abdicate all the saints. (awliya-ullah)” 

The Way of the Tijaniyyah was widely accepted almost immediate- 
ly after its birth and Shaykh Tijani 38 became of such high respect 
that great masses of people began visiting him to take his wird and 
dhikr and to be affiliated with him through bay‘ah. But still... 
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In any case, as I am a Shadbdhuli Shaykh with a Maliki (SJL) and 
Shafi‘l (,+4+) background, my own focus was on Sayyidina © Ali 
¥&, as the primary promulgator of the comprehensive teachings of 
the Prophet : as well as on the eponymous founder of the order, 
Shaykh Abu-l-Hasan ash-Shadhdhuli g& and my own direct teacher, 
and source for my teaching authority, Shaykh. °Ibrahim Batawi 3. 
All that changed when my Shaykh sg died a few years back, (Allah 
3 have mercy on him), when I was in my late sixties and once 
again confronted with the problem of having no living shaykh even 
though I was functioning under his direct order as his Khalifah and 
a teaching shaykh, again by his direct orders and in my own right. 
That was when, considering the ramifications of that situation, I was 
hit head on with the full consequences of the meaning of “Whoso- 
ever dies without recognizing the °Imam x of his time dies the 
death of ignorance (jahiliyyah),” for the shaykh 3%, Allah 3% have 
mercy on him, had never specifically told me who the °Imam 
was or where I could find him so what was I to do especially since I 
could no longer directly ask him about this matter of great concern? 
Also around the same time I was intimately engaged in working 
with the North American Islamic Foundation, giving khutbahs in 
their masajid and helping organise events with them such as the an- 
nual Mawlid and the Day of ‘Ashura? (¢!,5sle) and so forth. 
In the course of helping in organising these events I also usually 
gave, along with other speakers, a baydan at each event. One year I 
was asked to speaking on the post-Karbala°? Message of Sayyidah 
Zaynab + in the context of Ahli Sunnah wa Jam‘ah. 
Central to this bayan was a discussion of the talk she #@ gave in 
Damascus condemning Yazid specifically focusing on his treatment 
of °Imam al-Husayn x and the household of the Prophet &. 
This, unfortunately, even though it was truthful and quoted her ex- 
act words, did not go over well with some of the members of NAIF 
as well as some of the Ahl-i Sunnah wa Jam‘ah attendees who felt 
that I was being disrespectful even though what I said was taken 
from the direct verbatim quotes of Sayyidah Zaynab + herself. 
The upshot of this was that I was dropped unceremoniously from all 
NAIF functions, though they never dirctly told me why, but I gather 
it was my due to my rather trenchant views on Mu‘awaiyyah and 
Yazid who they regarded as loyal companions of the Prophet #&. 
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My immediate reponse was hurt and anger, as I had put a lot of ef- 
fort over a five year period in helping to build up the community 
outreach programs of NAIF but, as many of these things turn out, it 
was a blessing — a blessing that marked, as it were, an end to what 
had been a long period of my life and the beginning of another. 
What do I mean by this? 


Many many years ago, when as a relatively new, naive and, yes, 
fairly ignorant, Muslim studying in Egypt after three years of in- 
tense Arabic and Shari‘ah studies in Makkah I first came across, in 
a meaningful way (rather than a more casual one), the Hadith of the 
Event of the Cloak also known as the Hadith of Mubahala. 

This Hadith of The Cloak (¢LuS!! 21. /Hadith al-Kisa°) refers to an 
account of an incident where the Prophet #% gathered Hasan, 
Husayn, “Ali and Fatimah 3¢% under his cloak. This is mentioned in 
several ahadith, including Sahih Muslim', where the Prophet #% is 
quoted as using the phrase “Ahl al-Bayt” or “People of the House” 
from the second part of verse 33:33 of the Qur°an; the verse called 
“° Ayat al-Tahiir’” or the “verse of purification” referring to those di- 
rect members of his family gathered with him under his cloak. 


Somehow when I was really ready and able to read this hadith with 
it’s true meaning I was deeply struck and overcome with a great 
love of the Ahl al-Bayt 24. Immediately I also recalled that all of 
my teachers in authentic Sufism had been members of that blessed 
family and that somehow I must be connected with the Ahl al-Bayt 
2g at the deepest level — the level of bay“ah. 


Indeed this had been percolating for years through all of my studies, 
writings and work but now the time of percolation, so as to speak, 
was over and a new era had begun though I could only feel it in a 
somehow inchoate way and even though it was a bit misty and not 
quite clear, what was clear was that this was my way and immedi- 
ately I felt a great sense of freedom and love at the same time. 


1. A narration attributed to °A°isha & reports:“that the Prophet 2% went out one 
morning wearing a striped cloak of black camel’s hair and there came along 
Hasan b. 'Ali *@. He #& wrapped him under it, then came Husayn x and he 
wrapped him under it along with the other one. Then came Fatimah #@ and he 
& took her under it, then came* Ali x and he 4% also took him under it and 
then said: Allah only desires to take away any uncleanliness from you, O 
people of the household, and purify you thoroughly.’” (33:33) Sahth Muslim 
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I hope I am not taxing the patience of the reader or the listener but I 
need you to understand this point and it will be clear, °inshallah, 
shortly how it is deeply interconnected with Nasir al-Khusraw 3. 
So jump a number of years forward and I find myself, given: 1. the 
loss of my shaykh, 2. then knowing that I do not know who is the 
*Imam 3 of this time and 3. my connection, deep love and attache- 
ment to Ahl al-Bayt 2, and I find myself in the midst of my read- 
ings and studies coming across a poem by a great Persian mystic, 
poet, traveller and philosopher, Nasir-i Khusro 38. 
In this poem, The Confessional Ode or Qasidah °I‘tiraft, he is say- 
ing (and this is the translation. made with the help of some Persian 
friends, which is bound into the printed copy of my talk today): 
= Kes 
“From every School I searched: 
from Shafiite, Malikite, Hanafite and Hanbali 
I sought a sign of guidance, 
of the Chosen One of Allah, the Almighty, the Guide; 
and each one pointed me a different way, 
one to China, one to Africa. 
When I asked for a reason, or for corroboration from the Qur’an, 
they recoiled in helplessness, like blind men, like deaf men. 


Then one day, I read in the Book the Verse of the Oath, 
in which Allah proclaims His Hand 
is above all hands, and pondered on that group 
who swore allegiance beneath the Tree 
(like Ja°far, Miqdad, Salman, al-Bura°) 
I asked myself: 
How is it now with that Tree and with that Hand? 
Where shall I see that Hand, that group, that Oath? 


I asked, but was rebuffed. They are no more 
— so I was told — 
The Tree, the Hand are gone, 
the Assembly dispersed, 
the Hand concealed and veiled in secrecy. 
Those men were the Companions, 
favored by that allegiance 
and chosen to be with the Prophet in Paradise. 
29s 
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Imagine the deep sadness that rose in my being from reading. 
= kes 
They are no more 
— so I was told — 
The Tree, the Hand, 
all are gone, 
the Assembly dispersed, 
the Hand concealed and veiled in secrecy. 
oko 

Of course I knew that what he said was only partially true for I had 
found both the Hand and the Tree in my life but, even after having 
found them, still all was gone, my life was reaching an end and as 
yet I did not know who was the °Imam > of my time. 
To understand this you must understand the meaning of authority. 
Yes of course there are perhaps thousands of shuyukh scattered 
around the world; there are ‘ulema and fugaha and ‘awliya? and “ar- 
ifn, but ask yourself dear listener or dear reader, who of all of these 
truly knows the °Imam x of our Time? 
A friend of mine recently told me he was going to attend a “confer- 
ence” at which many of the eminent shuyukh of this time were to be 
present including some whom I usually refer to as the “rock n’roll 
shuyukh, by whom I mean those who always fly first class, sleep in 
five star hotels (even if one them wears a shiny suit that is a bit too 
small and a scruffy kufi). charge 5000 dollars for the blessings of 
their exalted presence, manage to have two or three security ‘men’ 
clustered around them, and can even get you into the Masjid of the 
Prophet % when the doors are closed after Salat al-“Isha°. 
Anyway I asked my friend to politely go around and try to speak on 
a one-on-one basis with these i//uminati and ask them if they know 
who the *Imam x of the Age is — and if they didn’t know then 
they were as ignorant as both my friend and I, despite having flown 
first class across many miles to a secure sleep in the five stars deeps. 
So — as to the point above — they have no real authority. 
Real authority remains with the person, being asked the question, 
again politely and directly and with no witnesses about, really 
knows by direct knowledge, who the ’?Jmam x of this time is. 
Real authority has nothing to do with blood, lineage, tribe, madhab, 
tariqah etc. It has to do with knowing or not knowing. Period. 
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And this is, at least I imagine, what or who Nasir-i Khusraw 3 was 
in search of when he took to the road exactly 968 years ago today. 
His journey was certainly not a first class five star one. As he writes: 
Many a night I made a stone my pillow, the clouds my tent. 
I sank as low as a fish, 
I ascended as high as the stars above the hills; 
now in a land where water was frozen as marble, 
now in a land where the very dust was hot as a spark, 
I roamed. now on the sea, now on the high plateau 
or trackless waste, across mountains, sand and streams, 
up and down the precipices, 
a coil of rope round my shoulder like a camel driver, 
pack on my back like a mule, 
inquiring I went my way, searching from city to city, 
shore to shore. 
ome Mess 
The story of his journey, the Safarnadma or Safarnamé (#44), 
which resembles a travelogue is recorded from notes that he took 
during the course of his seven-year journey and, as we have written, 
was compiled in a later period of his life. 
It is not really my intention to spend a long time writing about the 
Safarnadma as there are a number of books of that subject and, in- 
deed, it is available to download, albeit in Urdu, from the net. 
In it he recalls his visits to dozens of cities over a seven year period 
(1046, March 6 — 1052, October 23) and writes comprehensively 
about those cities including the holy cities of °Islam, in which he in- 
cludes details about schools, caravanserais, fortifications, masajid, 
water supplies, scientists, kings, the public, population, the area of 
the cities, and, of course, his interesting memories. Amazingly after 
almost a 1000 years, his Safarndma is still popular, readable for 
Persian speakers, and taught in schools all over modern day Iran. 
He also wrote a book on mathematics which has ‘disappeared’ as 
well as the Zaad al-Musafirin (or Travelling Provisions of Pilgrims) 
and the Wajh-i-Din (or The Face of Religion) which are theoretical 
descriptions of religious and philosophical principles and Gushdayish 
wa Rahdyish ( 4245 9 i:L4S) which is a philosophical work rans- 
lated into English by F.M. Hunzai under the title: Knowledge and 
Liberation which discusses creation, questions related to the soul, 
epistemology, and Fatimiyyin doctrines. 
— 9- 
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Also available is The Reconcilliation of the two Wisdoms (Jami al- 
Hikmatayn) as wel as, in a somewhat lower key, his Rawshana-i- 
nama or Book of Enlightenment (+4 (+L445,), also known as Shish 
Fasl), and the Sa’datnama or Book of Felicity The former is divid- 
ed into two sections: the first, of a metaphysical character, contains 
a sort of practical cosmography, chiefly based on Ibn Sina’s theo- 
ries, but frequently intermixed both with the freer speculations of 
the well-known philosophical brotherhood of Basra, the "/kiwan as- 
Safa (Lasall s!s5!) and purely Shi‘ah and pre-Alamuti Isma‘ili ideas; 
the second, or ethical section of the poem, abounds in moral max- 
ims and ingenious thoughts on man’s good and bad qualities, on the 
necessity of shunning the company of fools and double-faced 
friends, on the deceptive allurements of the world and the secret 
snares of ambitious men craving for rank and wealth. It concludes 
with an imaginary vision of a beautiful work of spirits who have 
stripped off the fetters of earthly cares and sorrows and revel in the 
pure light of divine wisdom and love. 
In general I will not be referring except in passing to any of these 
works but will pay more attention to another work of his, the Diwan 
(Gls2s), composed in his later days which contains most of his lyrical 
poems. The chief topics of these are enthusiastic praise of “Ali x, 
his descendants >< in particular the 8th Fatimi °Imam, al-Mustansir 
bi-llah x whom he actually met in Cairo, and whose period of reign 
lasted for 60 years, the longest of all the khulafah, either in Egypt or 
elsewhere in other Islamic states, and his bab (the direct teacher of 
Nasir al-Khusraw 38) Mu’ayyad fi-d-Din al-Shirazi 3%, who was 
the Da‘ al-Mutlaq or the unrestricted caller/3tboJ! ,<lu!, under the 
Fatimi °Imam. as well as The Gate of Gates (Bab al-Abwab/.L_ 
vl!) and Chief Caller (Da ad—Du “Gt/ale lai! elatl), 
In his theological and philosophical writings he brought the Fatimi 
spiritual heritage to its pinnacle. In this position, he worked inside 
the House of Knowledge (Dar al-“TIlm/ab4) 5's) teaching missionaries 
(du‘ah) from both inside and outside the Fatimid lands and compos- 
ing his theological works until the end of his life in 1078 CE. 
The Diwan also contains passionate outcries against the duplicities 
and deceptions of Khorasan (¢,44!|,-4) and its rulers, who had driven 
him from his home, and his deep despondency in seeing himself de- 
spised by his former associates and excluded, ostracized and anathe- 
matized as an exile and forbidden from all participation in the inter- 
play of scholars and teachers. 
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Scattered through all his alternating outbursts of hope and despair, 
there are lessons of morality, and solemn warnings against the tricks 
and perfidy of the world, against the vanity of all earthly splendor 
and greatness, against the folly and injustice of men, and the 
hypocrisy, frivolity and viciousness of fashionable society and that 
of princely courts in particular. 
The Diwan also includes many lyrical and beautiful passages ex- 
ploring his love of the quiet solitude of his final place of exile and 
place of burial in Yamgan, Badakshan, where he taught under the 
protection of its ruler in the last years of his life and brought many 
people to an understanding of the teachings of the Fatimids as con- 
veyed to him by his teacher Mu’ayyad fi-d-Din ash-Shirazi 3. 
I first came into contact with the Diwdn in the edition of the Imper- 
ial Iranian Academy of Philosophy translated by Gholam Reza Aa- 
vani and Peter Lamborn Wilson (aka Hakim Bey) when the latter 
was a student of Seyyed Hossein Nasir in the late 60’s and early 
70’s of the last century. 
This marked the first time I read a (somewhat truncated and edited) 
version of the Qasidah °I‘tirafi or the Confessional Ode of Nasir al- 
Khbusro 38. At the time I must confess it more or less went in one 
eye and out the other but one phrase really registered deeply where, 
in speaking of his shaykh, he writes: 
=o Kes 
I stood before you, pale and skeletal 
clad in a woolen cloak 
and kissed your hand 
as if it were the grave of the Prophet 
or 
The Black Stone of the Ka‘aba 


=o Kes 


At the time I was studying at the Markaz al-Lughat al-“Arabiyyah 
in Makkah (per force a very Sa‘udi institution) and for some reason 
the library had ordered a copy of this book and, starved for anything 
remotely siific, I had borrowed the above book from the library. At 
the time I admit I was a bit shocked by what Nasir al-Khusro 38, had 
written as, though I had a shaykh he had advised me to study °Islam 
first and Sufism later and, though I loved the shaykh, I could not re- 
ally imagine, at that time, kissing his hand as if it were the Grave of 
the Prophet #% much less the Black Stone. 
—11-— 
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The latter especially so, given I was living in Makkah at the time 
and praying most of my prayers in the Haram and was a daily wit- 
ness to the thousands of people from every country and every color 
and every station in life kissing that stone in such rapt manner. 


In any case that was my very first introduction to the Diwdn of 
Nasir al-Khusro 3. 

The other thing I remember that stuck with me was from the in- 
troduction by Peter Lamborn Wilson where he wrote: 


“Most, probably all of the Diwdn was written after Nasir al- 
Kbusr6’s wanderings had ceased, after his search for wisdom 
amongst all sects* had culminated in his meeting in Cairo with the 
Fatimi °Imam [and] after his mission to Khorasan had ended in ex- 
ile in Yamgan. It is the poetry of an old man, only in his best moods 
reconciled to the life of an exile, a hermit — a man who has precisely 
failed, at least outwardly, to ‘mould the world closer to his heart’s 
desire’. When he cautions the Fatimi missionaries’, warning them 
that society at large will reward their preaching only with violence, 
he obviously speaks from direct experience. The golden court of the 
Fatimid Khalif was like a dream in his bleak valley...and not to be 
found in the world which actively persecuted him and rejected his 
teachings and ultimate mission.” 


Now in my mid-seventies I realise the portents of that passage and 
why it stuck with me, having been faced for my words by a rifle 
wielding Takfiri intent on killing me and my family, having come 
literally within inches of being stabbed in the back leading prayers 
in a prison where I served as a chaplain, and having been asked not 
to return to many masajid because of what I say in my khutbahs 
which does no fit in with the views of the mainly misogynist literal- 
legal custodians of the ex post facto prophecy of the 4th hijri century. 


2. More on this later. 

3. dat (—«ls, plural du‘ah/du “at 8c) A da‘ in Sunni °*Islam is a person who 
invites people to understand *Islam through dialogue, not unlike the °Islamic 
equivalent of a missionary inviting people to the faith, prayer and manner of 
“Islamic life. In Fatimi °Islam a da‘ is a representative (on varying levels) of 
the ’Jmam who was represented at the peak of the hierarchy by twelve hujaj 
(proofs) in different regions, and under them, a hierarchy of missionaries 
(du‘Gh or du‘at ) conducted the tasks of initiation and instruction into Fatimi 
teachings. Following his studies with his shaykih in Cairo Nasir al-Khusro 
4 was appointed by the °Imam of his time as the hujja and chief da‘ to the 
“island” (jazirah) (as territories were called) of Kburasan. 
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In any case to follow along with our fourth century hijri traveller, 
who was to become, as a result of the Infinite Grace of Allah 2% 
and his studies with al-Mu’ayyad g and the *Imam ;, a living, 
loving, life giving proponent of direct insight into prophecy.* 
He and his brother and their servant left from Balkh for Nishapur on 
the fifth of March in the year 1046 of the Common Era correspond- 
ing to the 23rd day of Sha‘ban in the year 437 of the Hijri calendar 
two and a half months after the visionary dream (ru’ydah/*24,) of the 
man who upbraided him for wasting his life and pointed out to him 
the qiblah asking how long he will concern himself with earthly bles- 
sings for his body instead of the blessing of knowledge for his soul. 
They arrived in Nishapur at the time of a lunar eclipse six weeks lat- 
er on Shawwal 11 or the 21st of April. 
His spiritual quest at that point was to find the most perfect being in 
the world. He then set off for Makkah and traveled by the way of 
Shaburqan to Merv, then proceeded to Nishapur and visited the 
tomb of the great wali, Bayazid of Bistami (.~Lb.. 135.4) at Qums, 
and then went by way of Demghan to Samnan, where he met Ustad 
“Alt Nisai, a pupil of Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and lecturer on 
Arithmetic, Geometry and Medicine. Passing onwards through 
Qazwin he reached Tabriz on Safar 20th, 438 A.H./1046 CE. and 
there he made the acquaintance of the poet Qatran, to whom he ex- 
plained passages in poems of Daqiqi and Maujik. Then he made his 
way successively to Van, Akhiat, Bittis, Arzan, Mayfaraqin, Amid, 
Aleppo, and Ma’arratun Nu’man, where he met the great Arabic 
philosophical poet Abul Ala-af Ma’arri of whose character and at- 
tainment he speaks in warmest terms. Then he visited Hama, 
Tripoli, Beirut, Sidon, Tyre, Acre, and Haifa. He spent sometime in 
Syria (Sdm/a\-i!! ss_4)) in visiting the tombs of Prophets and other 
holy places, including al-Quds (Jerusalem) where he arrived at the 
beginning of Ramadan and stayed three months during which time 
he also visited Bayt Lahm (a=! o+)/Bethlehem) and al-Khalil (J41// 
Hebron) and then he made his first pilgrimage to Makkah in 1047 
leaving right after the Days of ‘Arafah from where he went, by the 
way of Damascus, to al-Quds (Jerusalem) where he spent another 
month. He then proceeded by land to Egypt and finally arrived in 
Cairo on Safar 7th, 439 Hijri /1047 CE. where his arrival marked 
the end of his beginnings. 


4. AsIpray Ihave, having followed much the same path as he did. 
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Nasir al-Khusro 38, 

Before going on to that most important meeting I should say that 
when you read his Safarnama («+4,4+.) one of the things that strikes 
you are his very detailed observations of the civil, architectural, mil- 
itary and especially the water works of each place he visits. A mys- 
tic he was yet at the same time a man intensely imbuded with the 
gift of observation of the actual physical surroundings through 
which he moved. 

For instance, he is on the road movng south through the mountains, 
past a spring which he notes “ony flows three days a year’, continu- 
ing on until he and his brother and the servant are pulled up short 
and stand amazed by a field so completely ‘covered with narcissi in 
bloom’ that ‘the entire place looked white because of all the flow- 
ers’. As Alice C. Hunsberger writes in her very informative book on 
Nasir-i Khusro 38, The Ruby of Badakshan, “Here is our bureaucrat, 
engineer, philosopher, poet and exile of later times, steeped in won- 
der by a thousand tiny flowers.” Or, when he reaches the outskirts 
of Tripoli, he talks abut “lots of sugar cane and many groves of 
mangoes, oranges. bananas, lemons and dates,” and then goes on to 
talk about the city itself which he reckons to about 1,000 cubits 
square (one cubit = 45.72 centimeters) in area, home to some 
20,000 people” and buildings “generally four or five stories high, 
with some as high as six stories,” remarking that “every type of 
food, fruit and edible I ever saw in Persia was to be found there, but 
a hundred times more plentiful.” In Beirut he mentions a “stone 
arch so high that the road ran right through it,” and, “I estimated the 
arch to be fifty ells high (one ell = a cubit (above), and on all sides 
were slabs of white stone each of which weighed at least a thousand 
maunds (= 82.28 lbs). This edifice was made up of bricks up to a 
height of twenty ells, and on top were set up marble cylinders, each 
eight ells high and so thick that two men (presumably he and his 
brother) could scarcely reach around.” This from the man who also 
wrote, “very often I had to spend nights sleeping on hard stones 
with no roof or cover above my head save the clouds...now carry- 
ing my belongings on my back as a beast of burden, by hills, and 
sandy deserts, across streams and precipices, wandering from town 
to town making enquiries, wandering in search of truth, asking 
“From Persian, Arab, Hindu, Turk and Jew, from the folk of Sind, 
from the Romans, from everyone I met, the Philosopher, Manichee, 
Sabaean, Atheist, I asked, I questioned, I pestered...” Until, as we 
have said, he, at last, arrived at the end of his beginnings. 
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Nasir al-Khusro 38 
The Lands of the Fatimid Khalifate and its capital in al-Qahirah 


ya 


al-Iskandariya al-Quds 


908-1171 CE / 296-567 H 


Then one day I reached those city gates where angels are servants, 
where planets and stars are slaves, 
a garden of roses and pines girded round with walls 
of emerald and jasper trees, 
set in a desert of gold-embroidered silk, 
its springs sweet as honey, the river of paradise: 
a city which only Virtue can aspire to reach, 

a city whose cypresses are like the blades of Intellect, 
a city whose sages wear brocaded robes woven of silk. 
And here, before these gates, my Reason spoke: 
Here, within these walls, 
find what you seek and do not leave without it. 

So I approached the Guardian of the Gate, 
and told him of my search. 

Rejoice! he answered. 

“Your mine has produced a jewel, 
for beneath this land of Truth 
there flows a crystal ocean of precious pearls and pure clear water. 
This is the lofty sphere 
of exalted stars; 
aye, it is paradise itself,... 
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This is how one contemporary Afghan writer describes what hap- 
pened, “His stay in Cairo marks an epoch in his life, for here he be- 
came acquainted with the splendor, justice and wise administration 
of the 8th Fatimid Khalifa and °Imam °Abt Tamim Ma‘add al-Mus- 
tansir bi-lah (=4s<!!), who was born in al-Qahirah (Cairo) on 16th 
Jumada II, 420 AH and eight months afterwards was declared to 
succeed his father. His name was Ma‘ad Abu Tamim, surnamed al- 
Mustansir bil-Lah “The Asker Of Victory From Allah”. He ascend- 
ed to the Khilafah on 15th Shaban, 427/June 13, 1036 at the age of 
6. After his death, the succession was heavily disputed. This dispute 
resulted in the split into two branches, lasting to this day, the Nizari 
and the Musta‘alt. 
Nasir-i Khusro g8 in his Safarnama has described the city of al- 
Qahirah, the excellent administration of the Fatimid °Imams and 
Kbulafah, the wealth, contentment and security of their subjects. 
His description of al-Qahirah, its masajid, its gardens, buildings and 
suburbs is admirable. 
The details of Fatimid administration given by him are most valu- 
able. He was much impressed with the discipline of the army and 
the maintenance of law, peace and order in the country. Describing 
the excellent administration in beautiful words, he says, “It seems 
that the Fatimids are the only lawful authorities and the protectors 
of the garden of Allah 3%.” 
Most importantly it was in al-Qahirah that Nasir-i Khusro 3 was 
initiated into the esoteric doctrine of the Fatimiyyun and received 
the commission to carry on their call. During this period, Muslims 
were ruled by pre-Alamiut °Isma‘ili ((:cl.¥!) °"Imams who were 
also the Caliphs of the Islamic Empire and this was the period in 
which al-°Azhar (#32!) the world’s oldest University was founded. 
According to the Encyclopedia of Islam, Nasir-i Khusro 3 left Per- 
sia at a very difficult period, when the country was being laid waste 
by the continued wars between various Princes. He found the same 
wretched picture in all the Muslim countries which he traversed on 
his journey. Only Misr (AEgypt) proved a pleasing exception,where 
he saw prosperity, rich bazars, harmony and tranquility. As the Is- 
maili dynasty of Fatimids were ruling in Misr at that time, Nasir 3 
concluded that Islam had diverged from the true path and that only 
the Fatimiyytin could save the true believers (al-mu?miniin/3+»3-1)) 
from inevitable ruin. (n.b. - think of the Muslim world today) 
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When Nasir-i Khusro 38, visited Cairo in 439 A.H., he went to visit 
the °Imam al-Mustansir Billah x where he met Mu’ayyad fi-d-Din 
2®,, who was then one of the twelve ‘Hujjat’ (cL.»—!) of the °Imam, 
and he began to question Khawajah Mu’ayyad heavily, as he writes: 
“And I began to ask him 
of the things that were first and those that will last, 
of the cause of the order of the world 
which is the basis of things as they are. 
Of what is genus and the way in which species are formed. 
I asked about the All-powerful, predestination and faith, 
Both of which are never inseparable from each other. 
But how should one be given precedence over the others? 
I asked him of the mechanism of the palpitation of day and night 
— how from these — 
the beggar becomes rich, and the darkness becomes lit? 
I asked about the Prophets and their contradictory messages 
Of the reason for the prohibition of drinking blood 
or intoxicating wine. 
Then I inquired as to the foundation of the shari‘ah, 
And why five prayers have been prescribed. 
I asked about the fast that the Prophet ordered to be observed 
during the ninth month of the year, 
Why should zakat be different for silver and gold coins, 
Why a fifth on booty and a tithe on irrigated land? 
Why should this be one fifth and that one tenth? 
Why the brother takes one share while the sister only half? 
I also asked about the cause 
of the uneven distribution of happiness: 
Why does it often happen that a worshipper is aggrieved 
while the oppressor is happy? 
Or why one pious man is unhappy while another is happy? 
Why one unbeliever enjoys his life 
while another is dissatisfied? 
Why one is born of solid health and good looking 
while the other is blind or of weak health from birth? 
But yet Allah always acts in perfect justice 
— then — 
reason cannot be satisfied by what it, in its imperfection, sees. 
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Nasir al-Khusro 38, 
I say that it is day but you say it is night. 
I asked you to prove your contentions 
but you in reply your draw your dagger. 
You say that at a certain place 
there is a sacred stone 
and all who perform a pilgrimage to it become free from sin. 
And I say. 
Azar, the Father of the Prophet °Ibrahim 
preached the religion of idolatry 
and you preach the worship of a stone. 
Truly you are the same to me as Azar.” 
=e 
Then “He changed my night into a shiny day by his arguments 
which were like the sun. He showed me both the worlds in my per- 
son and made me behold them openly as well as secretly, in my self.” 


That sage then set his hand upon his heart 
(a hundred blessings be on that hand and heart!) 
And said, I offer you the remedy of proof and demonstration; 
but if you accept, 
I shall place a seal upon your lips which must never be broken. 
I gave my consent and he affixed the seal. 
Drop by drop and day by day he fed me the healing potion, 
till my ailment disappeared, 
my tongue became imbued with eloquent speech; 
my face, which had been pale as saffron now grew rosy with joy; 
I who had been a stone was now a ruby; 
I had been dust — now I was ambergris. 
= Kes 

If that was the end of his beginning what followed was the begin- 
ning of his end. 
Thus Nasir-i Khusro 3% spent three or five years in the service of 
Imam 3 and was appointed to the propagation of the Da‘wah in 
Kburasan (5U4!,-4). He was given the title of Hujjat-i Khurasan and 
he became one of the twelve Hujjat of the office of the °Imam 32. 
During this same time he performed the Hajj three more times, each 
time returning to study with Mu’ayyad gg, with whom he undertook 
vast studies into the two levels of Hikmah (wisdom/4S=). 
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As it is clasically taught, Hikmah is of two types: that which is 
related to knowledge, and that which is related to action. So, that 
which is related to knowledge is to realize the essence of things, and 
to understand the connection between cause and effect — in regards 
to the Creation, occurrence of events, fate, and legislation. As for 
the action-based Hikmah, put simply it is to put things in their 
proper places. 
Action-based Hikmah operates on three levels: 
1) that you give everything its right and do not exceed the limits in 
this, and that you do not rush it before or delay it past its proper 
time; 
2) that you realize the intent of Allah 3% in His Promise, realize His 
Justice in His Decision, as well as His Grace in preventing you from 
something. And from that which defines this level is that which has 
been said by the people of firmness and Sunnah: Hikmah consists of 
the lofty and praiseworthy goals that are necessitated by his 
Creating and Commanding, for which He Commanded, and for 
which He Predestined; 
3) that you reach the highest levels of knowledge when making 
deductions and coming to conclusions, and it is the insight (4—+-S), 
the knowledge of which is to the heart like something which is 
being looked at to the eyes that are looking at it (i.e., in confirming 
that the organ is functioning properly). And this is the exclusive and 
highest level that the scholars can reach.” 
This is a view, as it were, from the outside in and can describe both 
Sunni and Shi‘ah general means of the transmission of the Wisdsom 
(Hikmah) teachings, but the Fatimiyyun (s+!) methodology was 
very different in many ways and was basically organised around the 
idea of the various levels of the da‘ or caller. 
The organization and functioning of the Fatimiyyun da‘wah is a se- 
cret, closely guarded and hard to find. There are only limited re- 
sources available on this subject and information is very sparse re- 
garding the da‘wah activities of the Fatimid dawla in Iraq, Persia, 
Central Asia and India where the du‘at fearful of persecution were 
continually obliged to observe tagiyya and secrecy in their work. 
All this once again explains why Fatimiyyun literature is generally 
so poor in historiographical details on the activities of the du‘at — 
information that in Fatimid times may been available only to the 
central headquarters headed by the person of the °Imam 3 himself. 
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Contemporary scholarship and post-Alamut°*Isma‘ili studies, which 
draw on a variety of sources including various histories of Aigypt, 
has somewhat succeeded in piecing together a relatively reliable 
sketch of the Fatimid da’wah which has much of its basis in the fig- 
ure of the da‘“i and various levels and strictly defined degrees. 
The da‘i (t's), which literally means a summoner or a caller is, as 
we have mentioned, a term for missionary in various Sunni Muslim 
groups, but has a special use among the Fatimi where the da‘1 was 
not a “missionary” as he generally is considered in the Sunni sense. 
The da‘i was the one responsible for the conversion of his student 
as well as the mental and spiritual well being of the student and, 
more than that, the dai was a guide and pointer to the light of the 
°Imam. The teacher-student relationship of the da‘i and his student 
(murid) was much like the one that would develop in Sufism. The 
student desired Allah 3%, and the da‘ could bring him (or her) to 
Allah 3% though a multi-layered process in which he (or she) was 
led to recognize the true stature and light of the °Imam 3x8, then the 
Prophet #& and in turn Allah 3%. The da@‘i was the path to the face 
(wajh/+=s) of Allah 3% — the goal which is the Truth. 
When I write/say, “the true stature and light” I do so mindful of Ibn 
“Arabi’s observation that one may see a long line (saff/4 ) of 
people actively engaged in comunal prayer (salat/s\—) all of whom 
are “addressing” Allah 3% but in reality, the “Allah” they are ad- 
dressing may be as different as the number of people standing in the 
line. The question then is which or ‘who’ is the real Allah 3%? 
And given that question, who is it who can teach you or, more 
importantly, show you the real Allah 3%? This of course is the 
basis of the whole journey of Nasir-i Khusro 8 and what led him to 
question al-Mu’ayyad fi-d-Din 38, who was a da‘i of the highest 
level in the following manner: 
“And I began to ask him 
of the things that were first and those that will last, 
of the cause of the order of the world 
which is the basis of things as they are.” 


which indicates the urgency behind the statement, “Who does not 
know the °*Imam of his time dies in jahillyah (ignorance).” 
This life is very short — it takes place in the time it takes to rest 
underneath a tree and then move on. Eternity is just that...endless. 
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Before we look at the levels and degrees of the du‘ah from the top 
down let us look at how they worked from the bottom up. 

In the first place the du‘ah (pl of da‘t) are mainly unknown, 
purposefully so given the violence and abuse to which they are 
often subject. Accordingly they observe the well-know maxim, 
“Those who know don’t show — those who show don’t know.” 
Here, then, is how they work (in short hand) from the bottom up. 
Let us start at a normal everyday neighborhood masjid. After a 
while in attending such a masjid one gets to know the “regulars” 
and from among the “‘regulars’ one sees that there is this one or that 
who seem to want to know “more”. 


Of course the wahabi/salafis/takfiris are also on the job making 
similar assessments and, with the wealth of their supporters behind 
them, seek to seduce such people with anything from “sunnah” 
clothes or hijab or a complimentary trip to Makkah to make ‘umrah 
or even Hajj or maybe even a year at university in the Kingdom etc. 
Such blandishments work, and after spending in excess of $70 some 
odd billion® on such practices they have been quite successful in 
various dimensions but, alhamdulillah, there are some who see 
through this, or some who have tasted the fruit and and have found 
it bitter, continue to seek to find the truth along other paths. 


The da ‘7 is trained to observe this and at some point makes contact 
with the ‘seeker’ with whom he enters into dialogue, and in the 
process of that dialogue manages to slip in a few ideas that, most 
likely, may be somewhat strange but are thought provoking. 


This may take place a number of times to the point where the 
“seeker” wants to know more and is introduced to the next level of 
da‘i who is more knowledgeable and has been “working” in the 
fields for a longer period of time. This brother is not only able to 
answer questions more thoroughly but also begins to pose a deeper 
level of questioning, understanding and insight. 


5. Saudi Arabia has reportedly spent over $70 billion since 1979 on overseas 
aid, more than two-thirds of it on its campaign to spread Wahhabism across 
the world. This programme included the founding of thousands of mosques 
and madrassas (Islamic schools) as well as Islamic centres that have served 
as support networks for Wahhabi ideology and for Jihadi movements. 
Funding for the Afghan Jihad was part of this wider campaign, and Saudi 
charities have funded radical groups and movements as well as educational 
and social welfare activities across Africa, the Middle East, South and 
Southeast Asia, the former Soviet Union and the West. 

—~21- 


Nasir al-Khusro 38, 
I do not have time to go more deeply into this but a few things 
might shed some light: For instance, what really is the difference 
between Deobandi and Barelvi Muslims and why is you can pray 
behind some but not others, marry some but not others, or why are 
the rules of divorce in Hanafi °Islam so different that in Shafi‘i 
°Islam or why do the rulings regarding interest (riba/L.,) so differ in 
different schools of °Islam when Allah 3 is so explicit in Qur’an? 
The first one is in Surah al-Baqarah verse no.275 
“Those who devour usury will not stand except as stands one whom 
the Satan by his touch has driven to madness. That is because they 
say, “trade is like usury”, but Allah has permitted trade and has 
forbidden usury”, 
In the next verse verse 276 in the same place he says, 
“Allah will deprive usury of all blessing, and will give increase for 
deeds of charity, for he does not love any ungrateful sinner.” 
Two verses later in verse 278 he says, 
“Oh you who believe! Fear Allah and give up what remains of your 
demand for usury if you are indeed believers.” 
In verse 279 he says, “If you do not, take notice of war from Allah 
and his Messenger...” 
In the second place in Strah °Al-°Imran, verse 130 Allah sy says, 
“Oh you who believe! Devour not usury doubled and multiplied; 
but fear Allah that you may prosper.” 
In the third place in Sirah an-Nisa° Allah 3% states in verse 161, 
“That they took usury though they were forbidden and they 
devoured peoples wealth wrongfully; we have prepared for those 
amongst them who reject faith a grievous chastisement.” 
And yet when you ask most of the “regulars” in the masjid you will 
find most of them only own their cars on the basis of interest (riba/ 
iu) and, worse, only ‘own’ their homes on the basis of riba, and rou- 
tinely have 5 or 6 credit cards many of which are maxed out. 
Or questions such as why do men routinely disregard the need to 
cover their “Awrah (even in prayer) and dress like Muslims even in 
the masajid but expect women to always do so when the majority of 
Muslim scholars define that the limits of the ‘Awrah of a man are 
what is between navel and knee. Ahmad, °Abtu Dawid, and al- 
Daruqutni reported with a good chain that the Prophet #% said: 
“What is between navel and knee is “Awrah (6, :!/)”. 
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Note that the examples I have used are very outer or dhahiri (ss) 
ones just to try to make the process clear to people who may have 
never been introduced to this process. 
Here I will provide a more bdtini (+44) or esoteric example of how 
a question might be answered. : 
All Muslims are familiar with the phrase in the opening Strah of the 
Quran, al-Fatihah — “as-sirdtu-l-mustaqim” (es3i+0!! bial!) or “the 
straight path” which might be thought to be a fairly simple matter to 
understand. But what exactly is meant by the straight path ? Here is 
part of an answer from one of the later works (Gushayish wa 
Rahdayish) of Nasir-i Kbhusro 38. 
“Oh brother you asked: “What is the straight path?” It is a bridge 
stretched over the Fire that is thinner than a hair and sharper than a 
sword and all the people who live will have to cross over it. The 
fortunate ones cross it and reach the Garden the unfortunate fall into 
the Fire. Know also it has an inner and outer reality. 
There is a path that the people walk upon the surface of the earth 
and another which is the path which people follow with their souls. 
Had there been only the “straight path” that was streched over the 
Fire, Allah 3% would not have commanded us to say, “Guide us to 
the “straight path” meaning that there is another path that is not 
straight but crooked and evil. Thus it is established that the path is 
not a path for the body alone but a path for the soul. The straight 
path is the way of those to whom Allah 3% has extended His 
Favors, the Prophets (nabiyyin), the Truthful (siddigin), the 
Witnesses (shuhada’) and the Righeous (sdlihin). As Allah 3 says, 
“All those who obey Allah and the Messenger are in the company 
of those on whom Allah has bestowed His Favors. (4:69). The 
Messengers are those who convey the News to the people of the 
world. By the Truthful He means those who expound the ta’wil 
(inner meaning) of the shari‘ah (outer law). The witnesses are the 
true °Imams x who are the witnesses of Allah 3% to the people and 
“the righteous” are the Proofs (hujjah) among the people because 
the betterment of people’s souls is due to them.” 
He then speaks about people who claim for themselves more than 
what is theirs. as well as those who claim a lower place for them- 
selves than what is theirs. One falls off the left hand side of the path 
and the other falls off the right hand side. Whoever says that he 
does not need to learn and secretly believes he knows more and who- 
soever claims that he knows more but knows less - both have fallen.” 
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Such questions (and many more like them) are often the first step 
that a person takes in trying to really understand °Islam and what is 
expected of them as Muslims. This very first step is what the the 
da‘i seeks to bring about with the aim, as we have said through a 
process of unveiling and understanding, of causing fellow Muslims 
to recognize the true stature and light of the *Imam °, then the 
Prophet #&% and in turn Allah gy. 
Hopefully this provides some idea of who and what a da‘i is. What 
then of the levels of the various du “at (pl. of da‘)? 
I will start with the highest levels in the da‘wah (é;—«3) or the ogran- 
isation of du‘at and proceed to the first level. 
ad-Da‘i al-mutlag (gH! ,<!s!!) literally means “the absolute or 
unrestricted caller who are those in touch with the °Imam and work 
directly under his leadership. They are organizationally often 
referrred to as da‘“i ad-du‘at or the chief caller of the callers. 
Next we have ad-da‘i al-mahdid (or al-mahsur) a rank in the 
Fatimii da‘wah for the chief assistant to ad-Da‘%i al-mutlaq. 
Hujja (sometimes referred to as the bab=gate or door) is a Qur°anic 
term meaning both “proof” and “presentation of proof.” In the 
*Isma‘ili da°wah of the pre-Fatimid and Fatimid periods, it was also 
applied to senior ad-du‘at and in °*Isma*ili history it came to be 
applied to those representing the °Imam. 
For purposes of the ‘mission’, the world was divided into twelve 
parts, each being called jazirah (usually translated as an island/ 
3235), known as the islands of the earth (al-juzur min al-°?Grad/53~| 
457! +). It is difficult to say whether jazirah really meant an island. 
One can broadly agree with W. Ivanow when he says: “It appears 
that in this sense jazirah does not mean ‘island’, as it usually means, 
but is taken here in its more basic sense, from the root j-z-r = to cut 
off, and therefore means a slice, cutting, or a part, a section. 
“Therefore the expression ‘12 juzur’ should be translated as the 12 
sections of the world population. They are: Arabs, Turks, Berbers, 
Negroes, Abyssinians, Khazras, China, Daylam, Rum and Saqaliba. 
Thus this classification is partly based on geographical, and partly 
on ethnographical principle, and plainly belongs to the fourth/tenth 
century.” (vide The Rise of the Fatimids, Calcutta, 1942, p. 21) 


6. those who may not be aware of what I mean when I speak of the °"Imam x 
and think I am talking about Sunni and Shi‘ah thought differences and 
understandings should read our bayan, “The Bay‘ah is for Allah 3% ” 
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Each jazirah was placed under the overall charge of a high ranking 
dat known specifically as hujja (proof, guarantor), also called 
naqib, lahiq or yad (hand) in early Fatimid times. The hujjah was 
the highest representative of the da‘wah in any “island”, and he was 
assisted by a number of subordinate du‘ah of different ranks opera- 
ting in the localities under his jurisdiction. These included, as we 
have mentioned, da‘i al-balagh, da‘“i al-mutlaq, and da‘i al-mahdud 
(or al-mahsur). There may have been as many as thirty such du‘ah 
in some islands (jaza’ir). The particular responsibilities of different 
du‘ah are not clarified in the meagre sources. It seems, however, 
that da‘i al-mutlag acted as liaison between the central da‘wah 
headquarters in al-Qahirah and the Hujjah's headquarters in his 
Jazirah, and al-da‘i al-mutlag evidently became the chief function- 
ary of the da‘wah, operating with absolute authority in the absence 
of the hujjah and his da‘i al-mutlag. The regional du‘ah, in turn, 
had their assistants, entitled al-ma‘dhun, the licentiate. The sources 
mention at least two categories of this rank, namely, al-ma‘dhun al- 
mutlaq, and al-ma‘dhun al-mahdud (or al-mahsiir), eventually call- 
ed al-mukasir (literally = breaker). The al-ma‘dhun al-mutlaq often 
became a da‘i himself; he was authorised as the chief licentiate to 
administer the oath of initiation and explain the rules and policies of 
the da‘wah to the initiates, while the mukasir was mainly respon- 
sible for attracting prospective converts and breaking their attach- 
ments to other religions or sects. The ordinary Fatimi initiates, the 
mustajibs or respondents who called themselves as ’awliya‘ Allah 
or “friends of Allah 3%”, did not, strictly speaking, occupy a rank 
(hadd) of the da‘wah hierarchy but belonged to the ahl al-da‘wah 
(people of the mission) and represented the elite, the khdss (se), as 
compared to the common Muslims, designated as the ammat al- 
Muslimin or the ?awamm (a!s+1!). The ranks or levels of the Fatimid 
da‘wah, numbered to seven from the bab (or da‘i ad-du‘at) to the 
mukasir, together with their idealised functions and their corre- 
sponding celestial hierarchy, are elaborated by the da‘7 al-Kirmani, 
one of the most important du‘ah of his time and also one of the 
most distinguished philosophers of the da‘wah. His knowledge was 
very wide and he was highly praised by later du‘ah and Fatimi 
writers. Da‘i Idris for example speaks of him as the foundation of 
the da‘wah and one “who solved many problems”. Noorudin 
Ahmad says: “Had the da‘wah produced no philosopher except for 
al-Kirmani that would have been honor enough for us.” 
5 .— 


Nasir al-Khusro 3, 
I apologise to the general reader of this bayan who is simply look- 
ing to know more about Nasir-i Khusro 3%, for going into such 
detail, but I have (and this said without any sense of pride) provided 
in these pages both for that general reader and also for that reader 
more interested in the background of the system which ‘taught’ or 
‘formed’ Nasir-i Khusro gg and the figures within the da‘wah, their 
relation to one another hierarchically and how they worked and 
shared responsibility, from the mukasir, mainly responsible for 
attracting prospective initiates, all the way up to the da‘i al-mutlaq 
who worked directly under the °*Imam >< of his time supervising the 
da‘wah throughout the many islands (al-jaza@’ir). 
This information is not generally available, especially in one place 
at one time. Indeed I had to rewrite much of this after having the 
paper upon which I wrote about this, many years ago, disappeared 
as a result of an enthusiastic helper cleaning my desk and tossing 
out what seemed to be an irrelevant list of names and functions. 
In any case this was the world in which Nasir-i Khusro 8, rose to 
the peaks, becoming the hujjah (1 +1) for Khurasan under the aus- 
pices of the *Imam x and reporting directly back to his teacher, 
Mu/’ayyad fi-d-Din al-Shirazi 3%, who was the Da‘i al-Mutlaq (the 
unrestricted caller/jl«l! <\!!) of his time and responsible before the 
°Imam x for the various islands scattered througout the world. 
In al-Qahirah under Mu?’ayyad fi-d-Din 38 he became thoroughly 
imbued with the doctrines of the Fatimids, and the introduction of 
these teachings into his native country became in time the sole ob- 
ject of his life. He was appointed as the Hujjat-i Khurasan by the 
°Imam 3, though the hostility he encountered in the propagation of 
the da‘wah after his return to Greater Khurasan in 1052 A.D. and 
Sunni fanaticism compelled him at last to flee Kburasan. After 
wandering from place to place, he finally found refuge in Yamgan 
(about 1060 A.D.) in the mountains of Badakhshan (jU-—__4.1_ 
Bagjaxwou), where he spent the last decades of his life as a hermit, 
while time gathering an elite number of devoted students, who have 
handed down his doctrines to succeeding generations up to now. 
There are still three more areas that need to be covered. 
The first concerns the teachings of the Fatimids in context of pre- 
Alamut ‘Isma‘ili writings within the larger context of °Islam, and, 
beyond that, what his own teachings were within the da‘wah. 
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At a general level, as Wikipedia puts it, “The Fatimid Caliphate (al- 
Fatimiyyun/ 41.bLall) was a Shi‘ah caliphate, which spanned North 
Africa from the Red Sea in the east to the Atlantic Ocean in the 
west. The dynasty ruled across the Mediterranean coast of Africa 
and ultimately made Egypt the centre of the caliphate. At its height, 
the caliphate included, in addition to Egypt, varying areas of the 
Maghreb, Sudan, Sicily, the Levant, and Hijaz.” 


< 


[and yes I am aware I have said this before and even provided a 
similar map but just recently a highly intelligent student working on 
an advanced degree in Islamic Studies here at the University of 
Virginia came to me, knowing some of my interests, asking about 
who the Fatimids were. I admit to being slightly incredulous that 
someone who was working on an advanced degree knew next to 
nothing about a Khalifate that had been in power for almost three 
hundred years and who had ruled the *Islamicic domains from the 
Atlantic to Damascus, that controlled the two holy cities of Makkah 
and Madinah, that founded the Cairo we know, including al-Azhar 
arguably the oldest university in the world, and knew next to 
nothing about them (the Fatimids) and, actually confessed to having 
a rather negative picture of them based upon her ‘proper’ Sunni up- 
bringing and what she had heard or gathered from here and there. ] 

The Fatimids were descended from Fatimah x, the daughter of 
Prophet #% from the line of Ja‘far as-Sadig (GsLa!! sea G4 irs), a 
descendant of “Ali x on his father’s side and a descendant of Abu 
Bakr ~& on his mother’s side and was himself a prominent Muslim 
jurist and the teacher of two founders of Sunni madhahib, Abu 
Hanifa — founder of the Hanafi school, and Malik ibn °Anas — 
founder of the Maliki school as well as Musa al-Kadhim >, his 
son, the seventh °Imam according to the Twelvers and Isma‘il ibn 
Ja‘far, his first born, the sixth °Imam > according to the °Isma‘ilis. 
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He was also a teacher of Jabir ibn Hayyan, known in Europe as 
Geber, a mathematician and founder of the aponymous math- 
ematical system of al-Gebra, (algebra) and other great scholars . 
The Fatimid dawlah first took shape among the Berber tribe of 
Kutama from Algeria. In 909 the Fatimid established the Tunisian 
city of Mahdia as their capital. In 948 they shifted their capital to 
al-Mansuriya and in 969 they conquered Misr (Egypt) and built the 
city of al-Qahirah (Cairo/s,s!!), which became the capital and Misr 
became the political, cultural, and religious centre of the state. 
The ruling elite and aristocracy belonged to the °Isma‘ili branch of 
the Shi‘ah, as did the leaders of the dynasty. They are also part of 
the chain of holders of the office of the Khalifah, as recognized by 
orthodox Muslims. Therefore, this constitutes a rare period in 
history in which the descendants of “Ali x via the daughter of the 
Prophet #%, Fatimah #@ and the Khilafah were united to any degree, 
except for the final period of the Rashidiin under ‘Ali 3 himself. 
The Khilafah, for the most part, exercised a high degree of religious 
tolerance towards non-°Isma‘ili schools of °Islam as well as Jews, 
Maltese Christians, and Coptic Christians. The Fatimids were also 
distinguished by the non-racist acceptance of Berbers in its estab- 
lishment and development particularly on military/political levels. 
It is this last paragraph that deserves some additional commentary. 
Allah 3% says, 


Rey a wees Io ay RE NRE 
Be SSB ym A cel GOLAN at 
laqada khalaqna-l-ifisana fi ahsani taqawim 
thumma radadnahut ’asfala safilin 
surely We created the human in the best of forms 
and then reduced him to the lowest of the low. 
(Surah at-Tin 95:4-5) 
Note that Allah 3% say that He created the human being in the best 
of forms — not that he created the Muslim or the Arab or the 
Christian or the Jew or the Hindu or the Buddhist or the Black man 
or the Red man or the Brown man or the White man in the best of 
forms — but the human being in the best of forms. 
or consider the hadith of the Prophet s&. 
“T created My servants in the true form (fitrah/s,__._) , but the 
shayatin (devils) made them go astray.” (Sahih Muslim.) 
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Abu-Huraira 2 narrated that the Prophet &% said, “No child is born 
except on the fitrah and then his parents make him Jewish, Christian 
or Magian (Zoroastrian), as an animal produces a perfect young 
animal: do you see any part of its body missing?’- Sahih al- 
Bukhari, Volume 2, Book 23, Number 44 
Understanding this °ayat and these hadith is of the greatest inport- 
ance, for what it means is that everybody is created perfectly and in 
the best of forms and then they descend to the lowest of forms. 
EVERYBODY 
this, I dare to say, is the central principle of Fatimid thought. 
EVERYBODY 


After you are born things happen. But in the beginning everybody is 
perfect and, if in the beginning everybody is perfect, then surely 
there must be a way to return people to perfection, And this is ex- 
actly the true and deep reason behind all of the teaching of the 
Fatimids under their °Imams 3, who through nass (explicit desig- 
nation which is a prerogative bestowed by Allah 3% upon a chosen 
person who, before his death with the guidance of Allah 2, trans- 
fers the °Imamate to another) insured the continuity of walaya in 
an-other body. That happened to ‘Ali x when the Prophet #% said. 
“Whose mawla I am ‘Ali is his mawla.” 
and 


CUI SLS . cpl abl gab. Fine ature 


>And madinatu-I-ilm wa “Ali babuha; 
fa-man °arada-l-°ilm fa-l-yati-l-bab 
I am the city of knowledge and ‘Alli is its gate; 
so whoever desires knowledge, let him enter the gate. 
(al-Mustadrak of al-Hakim, Fada’il as-Sahaba of Ahmad Ibn Hanbal 

In other words they knew what they were talking about and they 
knew what they were doing and how to go about doing it which was 
nothing less than the attempt by spiritual means to return people to 
their original perfection (ff °ahsani taqwim! pas eo st) 95:4. 
The whole elaborate systen of da‘wah we have written about in the 
preceeding pages was for just that purpose: to return people, all and 
any people, to their original state (fitra) of perfection. 
This matter of “all and any” is a most important part of the equation. 
If you look at what is happening in the Muslim world today you will 
find intolerance, discord, killing, rape, hostage etc. 
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What are the “reason(s)” for this behavior, which is so obviously 
not Muslim and contrary to everything that Allah g& and the 
Prophet #% have made known to us concerning behavior in relation- 
ships between Muslims (and, indeed, all human beings)? 
“Hold fast to the rope of Allah all together and be not disunited. 
Remember the favor of Allah to you when you were enemies He 
united your hearts so by His favour you became brothers.” (3:103) 
“The believers are brethren, so make peace between your brethren . 
Do not find fault with your own people, nor call one another by 
[bad] nicknames.” (49:10-12) 
“Help one another in good and righteous works, and do not help one 
another in sin and aggression.” (5:2) 
“Do not hate one another and do not be jealous of one another and 
do not boycott one another, and be servants of Allah, as brothers; 
and it is not lawful for a Muslim to sever his relations with his 
brother for more than three days.” (al-Bukhari) 
“You will see the believers in their having mercy for one another, 
and in their love for one another, and in their kindness towards one 
another, like the human body: when one limb is ailing, the whole 
body feels it, one part calling out to the other with sleeplessness and 
fever.” (al-Bukhar1) 
“None of you will be a believer (mu’min) until he loves for his 
brother what he loves for himself.” (al-Bukhar1) 
However these suggested models of relations are not being followed 
by Muslims and instead what we find is that a good deal of our 
behavior as Muslims toward other Muslims (not to mention toward 
Chrsitians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists etc) derives from the prime sin 
of Shaytan, which i is his belief he was better than °Adam 2. 


2 phils h, Sl iss 18) cere DEM aaa E 


qala ma mana‘aka alla tasjuda idh amare 
qala ana khayrun minhu khalagtani min narin wa khalaqtahu mifi tin 
He said, 
”What prevented you from prostrating when I commanded you to?’ 
He replied, 
‘I am better than him. 
You created me from fire and You created him from clay.’ 
(Stratu-l-A‘raf 7:12) 
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All these “wars” whether they be in Syria or in Agypt, or in Libya, 
or in Mali, or in Yemen, or in Somali, or in Bahrein or...or...or...or 
in one’s local masjid, and even in the zawayia, are based on the 
shaytanic belief that “I am better then you” or “We are better than 
you.” We are Sunnis and you are Shi‘ah, we are Hanafi and you are 
Maliki, we are Deobandi you are Berelwi, we are Naqshabandi you 
are Qadri, we are Chishti you are Shadhdhuli, We are Salafi and 
you are Sufi, we fix the beginning of Ramadan by calculation you 
insist on visually sighting the moon and so on and on and on. 
And everywhere is war, 
All because one person or one group think they are better than the 
other and they “know” and others don’t — our way or the highway.. 
During the Fatimi rule it didn’t matter exactly “what” you were, or 
“what” you thought but what mattered (then and now) was how 
close your belief (°imdn) and your behavior (‘amal) matched up 
with your meu» nature (fitrah) at the time of your birth. 
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wa “ada-lahul-ladhina °Aamant mifikum wa‘amili-s-salihati 
la yastabhlifannahum fi-l-ard 


Allah has promised to appoint those of you who believe 
and perform good deeds as [His] representatives on earth... 
(Stratu-n-Nir 24:44) 
=e 

If you look up “Fatimid Dynasty” or Fatimid Emptre or “Fatimid 
Caliphate” or “Fatimid Beliefs” you will find literally hundreds of 
different, often opposing and, many times, intensely negative views. 
They are called Ghulat (s«), Kaffirs, Extemists, Exaggerators, 
Dogs, and so forth. Accordingly, many early scholarly overviews 
have been made either taking into account biased sectarian perspec- 
tives or considering Shi°ism as a minor chapter in the history of *Is- 
lam, also given the difficulties faced by scholars wishing to obtain 
Shifa manuscripts in Sunni countries. Thus the picture of Shi‘ism 
that has emerged is one of a political and economic-based move- 
ment which has degenerated into a religious millenarian heresy. 

In the Middle Ages, scanty information on Shi‘ism, particularly 
gathered in encounters with the Fatimiyyiin, was provided by Cru- 
sader writers and historians such as William of Tyre and Jaques de 
Vitry and most often were marred by prejudice and distortion. 
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More even-handed and deeper studies began to emerge in the early 
20th Century from the Russian scholar W. Ivanow who, beginning 
from the third decade of the 20th century, devoted his scientific 
endeavors to the study of the *Isma‘ili religious phenomena, editing 
and studying an impressive amount of first-hand works (vide 
Studies in Early Persian Ismailism, 1948). 
A pupil of Etienne Gilson, Henri Corbin, was put in touch with 
Iranian Shi‘ism by Massignon, who had contributed to the devel- 
opment of the study of Shi‘ism by first outlining important aspects 
of the mystical-oriented ethos of Shi‘ism at the Sorbonne. Corbin 
eventually wound up after WWII in Tehran as the director of the 
French Institute of Iranian Studies and founder of the series 
Bibliothéque Iranienne, never abandoned his spiritual and scholarly 
attachment to Iran and Shi‘ism, devotedly collecting, editing, and 
translating some of the most important works of Shi‘ah theology, 
philosophy, and gnosis (“irfdn/;-4,-<). At roughly around the same 
time he was also training a generation of scholars that would 
eventually vivify international debate on Shi‘ism both in Iran and in 
Western academia through his many contributions. 
His intellectual circle was in turn linked to the broader and pres- 
tigious milieu of European scholars meeting on a regular basis at the 
Eranos sessions in Ascona; among others in that circle were Mircea 
Eliade, Carl Gustav Jung, and Gershom Scholem. 
Famed Iranian intellectual Dr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, a prolific trad- 
itionalist scholar still active and presently based in North America, 
besides writing a number of popular and best-selling general 
surveys on Shi‘ism and Sufism, founded the Imperial Academy of 
Philosophy in Tehran (which after the Revolution was renamed 
Anjuman-i hikmat wa falsafa, or the Institute for [the study] of 
Hikmah and Philosophy), that eventually became, besides the 
French Institute of Iranian Studies, directed by Henri Corbin, the 
second research center of attraction for those academics, Iranian and 
foreigners alike, interested in the study of °Imami Shi‘ism. Outside 
of Iran, two major centers were involved in Corbin’s effort to 
revivify traditional Iranian philosopy. The first was the Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes at the Sorbonne, where Corbin used to 
teach dense courses related to his pioneering research in Iran, and 
the second was McGill’s University Institute of Islamic Shi‘ism 
Studies, founded in 1954 by Dr. Wilfred Cantwell Smith. 
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From 1964, Corbin’s close associate Hermann Landolt was 
Professor of Islamic Thought at the Institute. Other important public 
intellectuals and researchers that shared a common path with 
Corbin’s pupils play a pivoltal role in Iranian internal debate today. 
Their names are well-known and include Dariush Shayegan, based 
in Paris and Tehran, where he teaches courses on comparative relig- 
ions, author of acclaimed and best-selling essays on Iranian re- 
ligious culture; Reza Davari Ardakani, a conservative philosopher, 
famous for his controversy with the leading progressive intellectual 
“Abdolkarim Sorush; Nasrollah Pourjavady (Kings of Love, 1978, 
with Peter Lamborn Wilson), whose books and articles on Imami 
Sufism are widely read both in Iran and abroad. 
More than tangential to the main characters of this environment 
were the contributions of revered °Imami ‘ulema, most notably the 
late “Allama Tabataba’i (_4U.bL.+ «.¢), most well known for his 
Tafsir al-Mizdn (5\}++1\ 1.83), a monumental Qur°anic exegesis, and 
his major philosophical work which is a voluminous commentary 
on the Asfar al-’arba‘ah, the magnum opus of Mulla Sadra (41+ 
|,1.2) who was the last of the great Persian (Iranian) Muslim think- 
ers of the medieval age. 
In his later years he would often hold study sessions with Henri 
Corbin and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, in which not only the classical 
texts of divine wisdom and gnosis were discussed, but also a whole 
cycle of what Nasr calls comparative gnosis, in which in each 
session the sacred texts of one of the major religions, containing 
mystical and gnostic teachings, such as the Tao Te Ching, the 
Upanishads and the Gospel of John, were discussed and compared 
with Sufism and Islamic gnostic doctrines in general. 
The situation changed for the better at the end of the 1960s, when a 
major event occured in marking the passage of the study of Shi‘ism 
from a small circle of practitioners to a broader audience of special- 
ists and readers, that is the 1968 Colloque de Strasbourg, a round 
table about Shi‘ism attended by the then leading specialists of 
°Imamism plus a representation of the old generation of °Islamicists 
who had done research on this topic. Worth noting is the partici- 
pation of Henri Corbin, G. Vajda, Seyyed Hosseyn Nasr, Francesco 
Gabrieli, Wilfred Madelung, and the leading Lebanese “alim Musa 
Sadr, whose paper, unfortunately, never reached the editors and is 
thus missing from the proceedings. 
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I trust, as I said earlier, the listener/reader will not find this a di- 
gression, but rather will understand that finding out anything real 
about *Isma‘ilism and Fatimid thought is very difficult and the 
above is meant to point in general to thinkers, authors and texts that 
may provide a dedicated and intrepid searcher with some, perhaps, 
useful details both in general and specific. Also the publications and 
the library of the Institue of Ismaili Studies (www.lis.ac.uk/) is a 
very useful source for manuscript collections of °Isma‘ili literature, 
in languages such as Arabic, Persian and Gujarati. 
The reason for all of this of course is that it is not really possible to 
understand Nasir-i Khusro g8, without some rather deep grounding 
in *Isma‘ilism in general and Fatimid thought specifically. 
There is a well known cliché attributed to Winston Churchill that 
says: “history is written by the victors”. This being the case since 
the time of Salah ad-Din °Ayyiibi (G52) G20!! cde) (better known in 
the Western world as Saladin), the first Sultan of Egypt and Syria 
and founder of the °Ayyubid dynasty who put an end to the Fatimid 
rule in 567/1171, it has been very difficult to know the reality of the 
Fatimi Khilafah and the true ‘mission’ of the da‘wah which was to 
covert total darkness at every level into light. In every cycle of 
history a portion of darkness is reconverted into light and these 
cycles will continue until all matter is reconverted into nir (light) 
and all matter that exists will be transformed back into the best of 
forms and it is light which will ultimately prevail. 
And this is a major reason why the custodians of the literal legal ex- 
post facto prophecy, the legatees of socio-politcal °Islam, have done 
everything they could to both obscure the name of the Fatimids 
reduce them to utter obscurity, casting doubt upon the sincerity and 
truth of their °Islam, because they knew (and know) it doesn’t 
matter in the end “who” you are but rather it matters what you are. 
This, among other related issues, is really why ‘Ali and al-Husayn 
x and so many more who took their path were murdered and 
martyred and this also is why Nasir-i Khusro 38 was hectored and 
hounded and finally driven into exile on his return from al-Qahirah. 
In al-Qahirah the Ayyubids had all the treasures of the Fatimids 
including the books, burned, and thrown into the Nile, or onto a 
great heap and then covered with sand, so that a regular “hill of 
books” was formed. It is said that the Mamluk soldiers used to sole 
their shoes with the fine bindings. The number of books alone said 
to have been disposed of varied from between 120,000 to 2,000,000. 
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Thus the Fatimid Khilafah, founded in the Maghrib in 297/909, and 
which over its lifetime embodied one of the greatest successes of 
Islam in terms of its actual and real adherence to the teachings of 
the Prophet #% as the Mercy to all of the creation and its dedication 
to the restoration of humanity to the best of forms (fitra). It came to 
an end (functionally) after 262 years and the teachings, for all intents 
and purposes, have been lost to time except as distortions, half truths 
and lies, to the point where a bright young lady studying Islamic 
history at a major US university had little or no idea of who or what 
the Fatimids were in actuality or of what their teachings consisted. 
The United States was founded in 1786 and it is now 2014, which is 
228 years of existence. Is it really conceivable that little or nothing 
would be known of the United States in 1,000 years? Maybe or 
maybe not, but most likely not. Yet that is just what has happened to 
the memories of the Fatimid Khilafah in the eyes and minds, not to 
mention hearts, of most Muslim peoples. The Fatimids are not 
really there except for the most part as distortions and half truths 
and lies which make it very difficult to discover the truth. 
And...oh yes...say some there are a lot of ruins in al-Qahirah and 
there is al-Azhar University and Masjid al-Husayn x but that’s just 
old buildings and “assorted historical rubbish” from the past. 
All of the above is held to be without any relevance when in truth 
the teachings of the Fatimids are actually of the highest relelvance 
but just not in the political legal realm of modern °Islam. 
Too spiritual by far. 
And this is not only in the Sunni world but also in the world of the 
modern day Iranian Shi‘ah. Devoid of the figure of a legitimate 
°Imam x, what you have is the same political-legal setup which 
becomes the justification for the institution of the rationalist 
imitation (taqqlid/s+144) of the “most learned” and the management 
of political power by its ultimate theorization, the Marja-i Taqqlid 
(lit. “source of the imitation’) who function under the “Supreme 
Leader” (vali-e faghih/++44 1s) in the absence, again, of a legitimate 
*Tmam (ssqeall Guus Gs! sane ) x62, who of course has been in occlusion 
for more than a thousand years (at least according to some) and, if 
the truth be told, that is where many of the present day fuqaha° and 
‘leaders’ would like to keep him lest their own ‘powers’ disappear. 
Another view is that the Hidden Imam is on earth “among the body 
of the Shi‘ah” but “incognito” so still functionally unavailable. 
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When I say, “All of the above is held to be without any relevance 
when in truth the teachings of the Fatimids are actually of the 
highest relelvance but just not in the political legal realm of modern 
*Islam,” I must explicate this for the listener/reader and also I must 
tie in why we are bothering to write this bayan about Nasir-i Khusro 
ge, and what exactly does he have to do with all of this. 
When you look up Nasir-i Khusro 38 you find such things as: 
“He was well versed in the branches of the natural sciences, 
medicine, mathematics, astronomy and astrology, Greek philo- 
sophy, and the writings of al-Kindi, al-Farabi and Ibn Sina; and in 
the interpretation of the Qur°an. He also studied Arabic, Turkish, 
Greek, the vernacular languages of India and Sindh, and even 
Hebrew; and had visited Multan and Lahore and a score of cities in 
Asia and Africa including Makkah, Madinah and al-Quds as-Sharif 
(Jerusalem) and al-Khalil (Hebron) and (Bayt Laham) Behtlehem.” 
Or: “The great and-well-known Ismaili Missionary Hakim Nasir 
Khusraw, who is considered as the Real Wisdom of the East, was a 
celebrated medieval erudite poet, philosopher, traveller and Hujjat 
of Khurasan. Nasir Khusraw was one of the most important figures 
of llth century Iran — an era which has produced such men of prom- 
inence as Omar Khayyam, Hasan bin Sabbah. and al-Mua’yyid ash- 
Shirazi. He sought education from his early childhood and devoted 
about thirty years to achieving it. He became all in all in every field 
of knowledge, in intellectual, as well as traditional. He memorised 
the Qur°an and became an expert in tradition and in interpretation of 
Qur°’an. Besides Islamic literature. he also studied the New (7injil/ 
J—-_>—3!) and Old (tankh/"1n) Testaments and books of other reli- 
gions thoroughly. He studied the ai-Magisty of Ptolemy, geometry 
of Euclid, al-chemy (chemistry), physics, logic, music, 
mathematics, medicine, astronomy, astrology etc. He had a pro- 
found knowledge of literature and knew Hebrew, Sanskirit besides 
Arabic, Persian, Turkey and Greek languages. He studied the 
philosophy of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and the epistles of Kindi, 
Farabi and Avicenna (Abu “Ali Sina). He refers to this high status 
of his knowledge in the Diwan”. 
And he accomplished the above before he went on Hajj and contin- 
ued on to Agypt to study under al-Mu’ayyid 38 and the °Imam 38. 
It is generally accepted that Nasir-i Khusro 38 made hajj (pilgrim- 
age) as an orthodox Muslim and embraced the Fatimid da‘wah in 
Egypt when he studied at al-Azhar on his return from Makkah. 
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According to Dr. lvanow “for him (Nasir-i Khusr0) obviously the 
truth was only °Islam and it may be easily realized that the truth was 
the authentic interpretation of religion which can be received only 
from the *Imam. It is quite possible, that he might have been Shi‘ah, 
perhaps a change of dynasty, if it upset his career, the frustration of 
his youthful ambitions, even his probable contacts with °Isma‘ilis — 
all these together possibly inspired him to espouse the cause of the 
Fatimids whose star had never risen so high as at that particular 
time, After completing his higher studies under the da%7 al-mutlaq, 
al-Mu?’ayyid fi-din ash-Shirazi and the °Imam himself, he returned 
to his native land after some time and served as an “Isma‘ili 
missionary of the high rank of a Hujjah or Proof of °Islam.” 
Proof by nature of his being—not by books or theoretical knowledge. 
How, one might well ask, can one in our time hope to realise his de- 
gree of knowledge and understanding? 
On a general level one can, of course, thoroughly immerse oneself 
in what he has left behind by way of books and poetry. We have 
discussed several of them in different places in this baydn or essay. 
A student at the Prince Aly Khan Religious Night School in Karachi 
has summed these up as follows, 
“His great works include the most important great Philosophical 
‘Diwan’ which was composed in the miserable years of his exile. 
The artistic value of his poems is not especially high, but the 
philosophical matter which still awaits its investigator is of very 
great importance for the history of Persian Literature. It is a 
complete encyclopaedia of Ismaili teaching but of-course unsys- 
tematic one. From a linguistic standpoint also the work is of extra- 
ordinary interest. A good edition of the Persian text appeared in 
Teheran in 1928 C.E. to which two not very long didactic poems 
were appended. 
Rushanai-nama or The Book of Felicity sharply criticises the 
aristocracy of the Persian Empire and praises the peasant as “The 
true nourisher of every living creature”. 
The best known of Nasir’s Prose works is, as we said, is the 
Safarnama, a description of his pilgrimage to Makkah and import- 
antly an exceedingly valuable source of the most varied info- 
rmation. As he appears in this best of his works he was by outlook 
a country squire, always with a keen eye on matters which belonged 
to the usual circle of interest of such people in his native land. 
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He pays special attention to land, irrigation facilities, bazaars 
(markets), trade and industry. But unfortunately this work has come 
down to us only in a very mutilated form and has probably been 
edited perhaps by a Sunni hand. The other works of Nasir are 
mainly “Isma‘ili (Gbelu¥!) text books. 
Among them first place should be given to Zad-al Musdfrin, which 
is an encyclopaedia of a special character dealing with the most 
varied questions of a metaphysical and cosmographical nature. The 
doctrine of Tawil (J—2s—4) or allegorical interpretation is clearly ex- 
plained by him through such subjects as the Garden, the Fire, the 
Resurrection, the torment of tombs, the rising of the sun from the 
West etc. which are all allegorically explained in his work. 
No less important is the Wadjh-i-Din, a general introduction to 
*Isma‘ilism, which gradually initiates the reader in °Isma‘ili belief 
by means of quotations from the Qur°an, clearly put together. It 
and ’Ummu-l-Kitab, were until quite recently widely disseminated 
among the °Isma‘ilis of the Pamirs are sometimes credited to our 
author Sayyidna Nasir-i Khusro 3%. He also wrote more than a 
dozen treatises expounding the doctrines of the Ismailis, among 
them the Jami‘a-l-Hikmatayn in which he attempted a harmony 
between theology and philosophy. His other works are: Khwana-l- 
*lkhwan, Shish-Fasi, Gushaish wa-Rihaish, Bustanu-l-‘ugil, as well 
as Dalilu-l-Mutahharin etc. 
Nasir's works were numerous but truly not many have survived in 
perfect form. Modern °Isma‘ili researcher Nasir Hunzai, who has 
made vast studies of his works and has also translated most of them 
into Urdu, says that although a considerable portion of Nasir’s work 
is now available in good editions, one cannot yet assert that suffi- 
cient light has been thrown upon his striking being. It would be par- 
ticularly valuable if his philosophical system could be studied, as it 
is of far-reaching importance for the history of thought in Persia and 
the history of the Fatimiyyin. Although Nasir-i Kbusro 38 was a 
great philosopher and poet, his main subject remained religion. He 
used his poetry and philosophy for the propagation of the Fatimid 
da‘wah and always took his solace in spiritual elevation through 
Taid-i-’Imam (the spiritual help of the °Imam 3). To him philo- 
sophy was nothing in comparison to the spiritual elevation. He says: 
Karkunan-j-khudai_ ra chubibini, Dil nadihi bazbah flasafah 
marhih, “When you once behold the realities of Allah 3% then you 
will never be pawned off by philosophy.” 
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The *Isma*ilis, like all other Shi°ah believe in the hidden meaning 
of the Qur°an which they refer to as ta’wil (I-25). In the tafsir 
(,++43) literature of Sunni °Islam the words tafsir and ta’wil are used 
almost synonymously. But in the Shi‘ah Islam both have distinct 
meaning. Tafsir in Shi‘a Islam refers to the manifest meaning of the 
Qur°’an and ta’wil refers to its hidden meaning. The Sunnis and 
Shi‘ah differ on the meaning of the sixth verse of the chapter three 
i.e. the chapter of °Al °Imran”. According to Sunni commentators 
this verse means that “No one knows its interpretation (ta’wil/the 
hidden meaning) save Allah 3& and the rasikhina fi-“ilm (those 
firmly rooted in knowledge) say: “We believe in it, it is all from our 
Lord.” Thus according to the Sunni commentators on the Qur°’an 
Allah 3% alone has the knowledge of ta’wil and the rasi-khiina fi- 
“ilm (or the great ‘ulama and ‘arifin) do not possess that knowledge 
and believe that it is known only to Allah 3%. 
The Shi‘ah on the other hand, believe that the knowledge of ta’wil 
is possessed by the rasikhiina fi-‘ilm also and these rasikhina fi- 
“ilm are the °Imams from the progeny of Fatmah and ‘Ali x. Not 
only Allah 3% but the Prophet 8%, his Inheritor (wasi/_,—s) x&, and 
the °Imams 3¢% from his progeny also possess the knowledge of 
ta’wil. Now the important question is what is this ta°wil?. In thr 
“Isma‘ili literature it is also called ‘ilm min-ladunni or knowledge 
which passes orally from the Prophet #% to his Wasi x and from the 
Wasi x to the °Imam > and from one °Imam 3% to the next. 
But if we go historically then one finds the exposition of ta’wil 
literature much later during the °Abbasid period, in fact, after the 
controversy about the appointment of Isma‘il and the subsequent 
split in the Shi‘a community. 
The hidden meaning of the Qur’anic verses is attempted by the 
“Isma‘ili °imams and du‘ah after the spread of Greek knowledge in 
the Islamic world. We have already written about The epistles of the 
Rasa@’il Ikhwanu-s-Safa (the Brethren of Purity) are of great 
importance in °Isma*ili literature. These epistles though do not 
attempt exposition of ta’wil systematically but do contain elements 
of it and could be taken as the beginning of the exposition of the 
discipline of ta°wil. 
The *Isma*ili du‘ah particularly Yaqubb al-Sijistani, Ja‘far Mansir 
al-Yaman, Qadi al-Nu‘man, Hamiduddin Kirmani, Mua°’yyad ash- 
Shirazi, and several others have played great role in developing this 
unique discipline. 
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It will be no exaggeration to say that ‘ilm at-ta’wil is really unique 
to the °Isma‘ilis and it was a major attempt to synthesise all the 
available knowledge of the time — particularly the Greek knowledge 
popularised by the °Abbasids through translations of the Greek 
classics into Arabic — with the Islamic teachings. 
The °Isma‘ilis on the other hand do not believe that the ‘ilm at- 
ta’wil developed with the popularisation of the Greek knowledge 
but is part of the “ilm al-nubuwwat (i.e. the Prophetic knowledge) 
passed on from °Imam x to °Imam >< as we mentioned earlier. But 
historically speaking we do not find its record before the Epistles of 
Ikhwanu-s-Safa were compiled. One can say that this knowledge of 
ta’wil among the °Isma“ilis was reduced to writing only when faced 
with the challenge of Greek knowledge. Ash‘aris among the Sunnis 
met this challenge by totally opposing the Greek philosophy 
(though using its tools to refute it) while the °Isma‘ilis among the 
Shi‘ah met this challenge by attempting a creative synthesis of the 
Greek knowledge including its cosmogony with the basic teachings 
of °Islam. Thus the ‘Ash‘aris and the °Isma‘ilis carved out different 
ways of meeting the challenge of Greek philosophy and its great im- 
pact on the °Islamic world. This impact should not be underrated. 
The *Isma‘ili ta’wil is based on reason. The word ta’wil in Arabic 
means to go to the first, primary or basic meaning of the word. 
According to the *Isma‘ilis each and every verse of the Qur°an has 
basic meaning or hidden meaning apart from the manifest or 
secondary meaning. According to them a mu‘min is one who knows 
and believes in the hidden or original meaning (bdtin) of the 
Qur°’anic verses. The °Isma‘ilis maintain that there is difference 
between a Muslim and a Mu°’min. One who recites the kalima and 
performs all the outer rituals (dhahiri) like offering prayers, fasting, 
paying zakat, making hajj etc. is a Muslim. But being a Mu’min is 
more than being a Muslim. A Mu’min is thus one who not only 
performs the dhahiri prescriptions but also believes in the bdtini, 
real, original, and intended meaning of, and reson for, these actions. 
The °Isma‘ilis quote 49:14 which reads as follows: “The dwellers of 
the desert say: We believe (°Gmanna). Say: You believe not, but say, 
We submit (’aslamna); for ?imdn has not yet entered your hearts.” 
This verse makes distinction between °Islam and °Iman, between 
those who submit (Muslims) and those who believe (Mu’min). 
°Iman, according to them is not mere acceptance of what is manifest 
dhahir but also sincere belief in the batin (the hidden, the original). 
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Before we proceed further it is necessary to shed light on what is 
batin or what is the way ta’wil (J2s4) is done? It is also important to 
note that ordinary people are not supposed to know the original 
meaning or the fa°’wil. It is only the chosen few or the initiated who 
are entitled to know. The contents of ta’wil was kept a strictly 
guided secret even from ordinary believers. The reason was 
obvious. The *Isma‘ilis were looked upon as heretics by the ortho- 
dox Muslims. °Imam al-Ghazali also wrote a book on Batinis and 
condemned them, They were accused of believing in hull (Js), 
and tanasukh (j_4_ 4) — incarnationism or the transmigration of 
souls though this is not true. Even Dr. Kamil Husain, who was 
chairman of the department of Isma°*ili Studies, al-Azhar, Cairo, 
strongly refuted such allegations. But the °Isma*ilis, as we have 
sought to make clear, were misunderstood about their real beliefs. 
The °*Isma*ilis, for fear of such condemnations had to hide from the 
generality of Muslims their beliefs in bdtini theology and reveal it 
only to the chosen or initiated few through the process we have 
described. The knowledge of the bdtin was revealed to a person 
only after ensuring his/her sincerity and faithfulness. 

According to the *Isma*ilis there is a whole ideal system called 
mathal (which has resemblance and similarity with something else, 
but its being exactly like that is not necessary) and here on earth 
there is a corresponding system called mamthil (representative of 
the ideal or what is symbolised). To understand this it is necessary 
to know that Allah 3% is a totally transcendent Being who cannot be 
comprehended by any human mind at all. Allah 3% transcends 
everything conceivable and is just incomprehensible. Allah 3% has 
no attributes whatsoever. Allah 3% is also not actively involved in 
creation of the universe. Allah 3% only created the ‘uqiil (intellects 
made of pure light). The intellects are fine beings made of light. The 
matter, as opposed to light, is kathif (heavy and dark) Allah 3% or 
the Ultimate Being has no role in creation of matter. He is referred 
to by al-Sijistani as Mubd?i al-Mubdi’at (i.e. the Creator of the 
creators. His role ceased with creation of the“Ugil (the Intellects). 
Allah 3% creates only light and another dimension of darkness 
which moves faster than light called the Black Light. 

Matter was created by the Intellect also called ‘ashir-i-mudabbir 
(the Tenth Intellect in charge of managing the universe). Since the 
“Ashir-e-Mudabbir is responsible for the creation of matter and this 
universe it is responsible to reconvert darkness into light (nar). 
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The corresponding being on earth to the Tenth Intellect is the 
Prophet %. Thus the Prophet is the mamthil of ‘Ashir-e-Mudabbir 
on earth and assists the Tenth Intellect in transforming the kathafat 
(darkness and heaviness) into latafat (niir). 
The Prophet #% shows the right path to the people and has been 
described by the Allah 3% as sirajan munirah (i.e. the lighted lamp) 
for this reason. He transforms the human beings into light (nir). 
After the Prophet #% it is the °Imam »@ who performs this function. 
And as there cannot be, and is not, any Prophet after Muhammad 
&&. he is succeeded by the *Imams 3¢2 from the progeny of Fatimah 
#@, his daughter and ‘Ali +, her husband. According to °*Isma“ili 
beliefs this earth can never remain without an °Imam, a spiritual 
guide, an active agent (mamthil of ‘Ashiru-l-Mudabbir) on earth. 
Thus the °Imam x on earth is the representative of the Tenth 
Intellect and hence commands highest respect of the believers. He 
has all the attributes of the Tenth Intellect and since Allah 3% has no 
attributes (He transcends all attributes and is beyond them), these 
attributes apply to the Tenth Intellect. Therefore the °>Imam x who 
is the mamthil of the Tenth Intellect on earth also has these 
attributes on earth. It is this theory of attributes which was 
misunderstood by the opponents of the Fatimi Imams as the belief 
in hulil i.e. descent of Allah 3% into the person of the °Imam. 
Dr.Kamil Husain has discussed this in detail in his Mugaddimah 
(introduction) to the Diwan of Saiyyidna al-Mua’yyid ash-Shirazi 
g,. The person of the °Imam does not in any way correspond to 
Allah 3% but rather to the Tenth Intellect. 
The °Isma*iliis also believe in the cyclical theory of history. Since it 
is the duty of the Tenth Intellect to convert darkness and kathafat in 
the universe into light in every cycle of history a portion of darkness 
is reconverted into light and these cycles will continue until entire 
matter is reconverted into nur (light) and there is no more kathafat 
in this universe. 
In every cycle an Adam 3 is created and the chain of prophethood 
ends with the last Prophet who is in turn succeeded by *Imams and 
lastly, in every cycle there appears what is known as Qa’im al- 
Qiyamah (the one who brings about the Day of Resurection, the 
Qiyamat). The cycle ends with the Qa’im al-Qiyamahh and a 
another portion of dark matter is converted into light in that cycle. 
These cycles will continue until there is no more matter in this 
universe and all matter is transformed into nar. 
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And if all of this is not enough there is yet another major problem in 
getting to know the real thought of Nasir-i Khusro 3 and that is the 
problem of finding a living realised teacher on the order of al- 
Mua’yyid ash-Shirazi g8, not to mention the very great difficulty in 
finding the °Imam <2 of this time and the dire consequences in not 
finding him. 
In a sense one is very much in the same position as Nasir-i Khusro 
2, when he wrote: 
They are no more 
— so I was told — 
The Tree, the Hand, 
all are gone, 
the Assembly dispersed, 
the Hand concealed and veiled in secrecy 
omottoue 
In fact it was this set of lines that really opened the reality of the 
teachings of Nasir-i Khusro 38 combined with a later set: 
I stood before you, pale and skeletal 
clad in a woolen cloak 
and kissed your hand 
as if it were the grave of the Prophet 
or 
Black Stone of the Ka‘aba 
and later: 
The sage then set his hand upon his heart 
(a hundred blessings be on that hand and heart!) 
And said, I offer you the remedy of proof and demonstration; 
but if you accept, 
I shall place a seal upon your lips which must never be broken. 
I gave my consent and he affixed the seal. 
Drop by drop and day by day he fed me the healing potion, 
till my ailment disappeared,. 
=e 
Again we must always remember that “painted cakes do not satisfy 
hunger. Forever and ever there is no choice but to pack your bag 
and take to the road, inwardly or outwardly, if you want the truth. 
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So I have reached the end of this baydn and as a gift for the reader 
(but alas not the listener) I have appended the Qasidah °I‘tirafi or 
The Confessional Ode of our master Nasir-i Khusro 38, in the sincere 
hope that it will touch you as it touched me. 
I am now seventy five years old and it was only three years ago that 
I once again came across this Ode and registered at least some of 
the profound depths of its many meanings. I am very thankful to Al- 
lah 3% that He granted me these years beyond so that I was able to 
live long enough to read it, for it has changed my life and marked a 
very real turning point in my own path (the search for the °*Imam x 
of our time) and so I hope it will be for you dear reader. 
I apologize if the way to it has been long but there are so many 
things to say and there is such a dearth of knowledge on this subject 
or, perhaps, not on the subject but how one gets to it. A lot of ups 
and downs and ins and outs digging here and digging there. 
Many a night I made a stone my pillow, the clouds my tent. 
I sank as low as a fish, 
I ascended as high as the stars above the hills; 
now in a land where water was frozen as marble, 
now in a land where the very dust was hot as a spark, 
I roamed. now on the sea, now on the high plateau 
or trackless waste, across mountains, sand and streams, 
up and down the precipices, 
a coil of rope round my shoulder like a camel driver, 
pack on my back like a mule, 
inquiring I went my way, searching from city to city, 
shore to shore. 
wes Wee 
wa-llahu ‘alim 
and in case you thought this was all in the past consider this: “In 1998, the Tal- 
iban ransacked, burnt and destroyed the Nasir-i-Khusraw Foundation’s library in 
Kabul, Afghanistan, which consisted of 55,000 books which included an unparal- 
leled collection of Sunni and Ismaili Persian works, including a magnificently 
bound 1000-year old Qu°ran.” Maybe they the Ta;iban used that binding as soles 
for their shoes. Not all that is known is to be said, and the right time has not come 


for all that is to be said, and not all appropriate sayings should be said to those 
who are not capable of understanding. wa-llahu ‘alim 
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yadu-llahi fowga °aydihim 
And the Hand of Allah is above their hands! 
(Surah al-Fath 25:7) 

“Kih kard az khatir-i-khwaja Muayyid Dar-i-Hikmat kushada bar tu 
yazdan shab-i-man rooz-i raushan kard Khwaja za burhanha-i- 
choon khurshid-ipakhshan. Mara binamood hazir har do aakm ba 
yak ja dar tanam paida pinhan.” 


"From the heart of al-Muayyad, 

Allah has opened for me the doors of wisdom. 
Khwaja changed my dark night into a bright day 
by his arguments right like sun. 

He showed me both the worlds in my person, 
he made me behold them openly 
as well as secretly in one — in my self." 


translation in this form 
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Oh widely read, Oh globally travelled one, 

(still earth-bound, still caught beneath the sky), 
what value would the spheres yet hold for you 
were you to catch a glimpse of hidden knowledge? 
Will your flesh luxuriate forever 
in the boons and blessings of the world? 

Why not for a little while enjoy as well 
the fruits of knowledge with the tongue of the Spirit? 


The dreamer’s banquets cannot profit him; 
only the waking know the taste of gain and loss. 
What does the dreamer know of stars and turquoise dome, 
or the things the Almighty brings 
to pass upon His dusty sphere? 


Wake up from this charming vision, 
you who have slept and dreamt for some forty years, 
and see that of all the friends of your youth not one remains. 
No one is left 
to share your drowse and supper but the beasts. . . 
and that which donkeys eat is not a blessing 
any more than that which Caesar conquers is a kingdom! 


Reader. 
If you miss the Path I would not be surprised, 
for I, like you, languished in perplexity for years. 
Three hundred ninety four of them had passed since the Migration, 
when my mother dropped me in the dust, 
a voiceless creature like a weed which thrives on soil and rain. 
From this vegetative state I reached that of the beasts, 

and floundered like a bird whose wings are clipped, 

till in the Fourth Age I gained the stature of a man 
<AT= 


and let a soul of reason worm its way into my gloomy body. 
When the clock of years had turned some forty-two rounds, 
my conscious self began to seek out wisdom. 
From the mouths of sages or the pages of ancient books 
I heard of the Cosmos, of the whirl of Time 
and the Three Kingdoms; 
but I found myself superior to all around me, 
and among all creatures so I mused 
there must be one superior to others, 
like the falcon amongst all birds, 
a camel amongst all beasts of burden, 
the palm amongst the trees, 
the Qur°an amongst all books, 
the Ka‘aba amongst all houses, 
heart in the body, sun among stars. 


I wondered, and my soul was filled with grief, 
my meditations blasted with fear of all the objects of thought. 


From every School I searched: 
from Shafiite, Malikite, Hanafite and Hanbali 
I sought a sign of guidance, 
of the Chosen One of Allah, the Almighty, the Guide; 
and each one pointed me a different way, 
one to China, one to Africa. 
When I asked for a reason, or for corroboration from the Qur’an, 
they recoiled in helplessness, like blind men, like deaf men. 


Then one day, I read in the Book the Verse of the Oath, 
in which Allah proclaims His Hand 
is above all hands, and pondered on that group 
who swore allegiance beneath the Tree 
(like Ja°far, Miqdad, Salman, al-Buraa) 
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I asked myself: 
How is it now with that Tree and with that Hand? 
Where shall I see that Hand, that group, that Oath? 


I asked, but was rebuffed. They are no more 
— so I was told — 
The Tree, the Hand are gone, 
the Assembly dispersed, 
the Hand concealed and veiled in secrecy. 
Those men were the Companions, 
favored by that allegiance 
and chosen to be with the Prophet in Paradise. 
But I said to myself 
In the Book it is clear that Ahmad && 
is the Messenger of Good News, and the Warner, 
luminous as light. 
If the unbelievers wished to blow it out 

Allah would light it again in spite of them. 

How is it today that no one is left of that Community? 
Surely the word of the Universal Judge cannot be false! 
Whose hand should we grasp, 
where should we take an oath 
that even we of latter times might enjoy the justice of heaven? 
Why should it be our fault not to be born in that era? 
Why should we be deprived of the Prophet, 
afflicted and distressed? 

My face grew pale as a yellow blossom in the pain of ignorance. 
I bowed in the wind of doubt like an aging cypress. 

The learned man is like a pomander, his knowledge a halo of musk; 
or like a mountain concealing its vein of gold; 
but ore without gold, perfume without aroma 
are worth no more than dust. 
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Then I arose and set out on my way, 
remembering neither my home nor past nor garden of roses. 
From Persian, Arab, Hindu, Turk and Jew, 
from the folk of Sind, from the Romans, 
from everyone I met, 
the Philosopher, Manichee, Sabaean, Atheist, 

I asked, I questioned, I pestered. 

Many a night I made a stone my pillow, the clouds my tent. 
I sank as low as a fish, 

I ascended as high as the stars above the hills; 
now in a land where water was frozen as marble, 
now in a land where the very dust was hot as a spark, 

I roamed. now on the sea, now on the high plateau 
or trackless waste, across mountains, sand and streams, 
up and down the precipices, 
coil of rope round my shoulder like a camel driver, 
pack on my back like a mule, 
inquiring I went my way, searching from city to city, 
shore to shore. 


Then one day I reached those city gates where angels are servants, 
where planets and stars are slaves, 
a garden of roses and pines girded round with walls 
of emerald and jasper trees, 
set in a desert of gold-embroidered silk, 
its springs sweet as honey, the river of paradise: 
a city which only Virtue can aspire to reach, 

a city whose cypresses are like the blades of Intellect, 
a city whose sages wear brocaded robes woven of silk. 
And here, before these gates, my Reason spoke: 
Here, within these walls, 
find what you seek and do not leave without it. 
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So [ approached the Guardian of the Gate, 
and told him of my search. 
Rejoice! he answered. 
“Your mine has produced a jewel, 
for beneath this land of Truth 
there flows a crystal ocean of precious pearls and pure clear water. 
This is the lofty sphere 
of exalted stars; 
aye, it is paradise itself, the Abode of Houris.” 
I heard these words freighted with meaning, 
sweet as honey, 
and felt myself on the threshold of heaven. 
I told him, 
“My soul is weak, though my body may seem strong to you. 
I am in pain, but that is nothing. 
I refuse a medicine I cannot understand, 
I reject all that is beyond the law.” 
“T am a doctor.” he answered. 
“Speak to me and tell me all that ails you, every detail.” 


And I began to ask him 
of the things that were first and those that will last, 
of the cause of the order of the world 
which is the basis of things as they are. 

Of what is genus and the way in which species are formed. 
I asked about the All-powerful, predestination and faith, 
Both of which are never inseparable from each other. 
But how should one be given precedence over the others? 
I asked him of the mechanism of the palpitation of day and night 
— how from these — 
the beggar becomes rich, and the darkness becomes lit? 

I asked about the Prophets and their contradictory messages 
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Of the reason for the prohibition of drinking blood 
or intoxicating wine. 
Then I inquired as to the foundation of the shari‘ah, 
And why five prayers have been prescribed. 
I asked about the fast that the Prophet ordered to be observed 
during the ninth month of the year, 

Why should zakat be different for silver and gold coins, 
Why a fifth on booty and a tithe on irrigated land? 
Why should this be one fifth and that one tenth? 
Why the brother takes one share while the sister only half? 
I also asked about the cause 
of the uneven distribution of happiness: 

Why does it often happen that a worshipper is aggrieved 
while the oppressor is happy? 

Or why one pious man is unhappy while another is happy? 
Why one unbeliever enjoys his life 
while another is dissatisfied? 

Why one is born of solid health and good looking 
while the other is blind or of weak health from birth? 
But yet Allah always acts in perfect justice 
— then — 
reason cannot be satisfied by what it, in its imperfection, sees. 
I say that it is day but you say it is night. 

I asked you to prove that contention 
but you in reply draw your dagger. 

You say that at a certain place 
there is a sacred stone 
and all who perform a pilgrimage to it become free from sin. 
Azar, the Father of the Prophet *Ibrahitm 
preached the religion of idolatry 
and you preach the worship of a stone. 

Truly you are the same to me as Azar. 
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That sage then set his hand upon his heart 
(a hundred blessings be on that hand and heart!) 
And said, I offer you the remedy of proof and demonstration; 
but if you accept, 
I shall place a seal upon your lips which must never be broken. 
I gave my consent and he affixed the seal. 
Drop by drop and day by day he fed me the healing potion, 
till my ailment disappeared, 
my tongue became imbued with eloquent speech; 
my face, which had been pale as saffron now grew rosy with joy; 
I who had been a stone was now a ruby; 
I had been dust — now I was ambergris. 


He put my hand into the Prophet’s hand, 
I spoke the Oath beneath that exalted Tree 
so heavy with fruit, 
so sweet with cooling shade. 


Have you ever heard of a sea which flows from fire? 
Have you ever seen a fox become a lion? 
The sun can transmute a pebble, 
— which even the hand of Nature can never change — 
into a gem. 
I am that precious stone. 
My Sun 
is he by whose rays this tenebrous world is filled with light. 
In jealousy I cannot speak his name in this poem, 
but can only say that for him Plato himself would become a slave. 
He is the teacher, hearer of souls, favored by Allah, 
image of wisdom, fountain of knowledge and Truth. 
Blessed the ship with him for its anchor, 
blessed the city whose sacred gate he ever guards! 


~ 53- 


A 
2 


Oh Countenance of Knowledge, Virtues Form, 
Heart of Wisdom, Goal of Humankind, 
Oh Pride of Pride; 
I stood before you, pale and skeletal, 
clad in a woolen cloak, and kissed your hand 
as if it were the grave of the Prophet #% or Black Stone of the Ka‘aba. 
Six years I served you; and now, 
wherever I am so long as I live 
I'll use my pen and ink, my inkwell and my paper 

in praise of you! 


Abii Mu‘in Nasir-i Khusro 
also known as 


The Ruby of Badakhshan 


Abii Mu“in Nasir-i Khusro (3 +++ »24) 3, who ranks among the half 
dozen greatest poets of Persia, was born in Qubadian, a small town 
in the region of Mary, in 394 A.H./1004 A.D. Little is known of his 
childhood and early years except for a few references in his book of 
poetry, the Diwan (5!s——3), from which this poem is drawn, and his 
Philosophic works. Our information concerning his life is largely 
derived from his travel book, Safar Namah (+,-4+4), which he com- 
posed after his seven year journey through the °Islamic world as far 
as Egypt and back again to his native land of Khorasan (4+\ 4). 
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Nasir Khusro was well versed in all the branches of natural science, 
in medicine, mathematics, astronomy and astrology, in Greek phi- 
losophy and the interpretation of the Qur’Gn. He studied Arabic, 
Turkish, Greek, the vernacular languages of India and Sindh, and 
perhaps even Hebrew. In about 1046, inspired by a heavenly voice 
in a dream, he abjured all the luxuries of life, and resolved upon a 
pilgrimage to the holy shrines of Makkah and Madinah, hoping to 
find there the solution to his spiritual crisis. 


—* 
\ 
‘ 


Sraigh than : 


During the 7 years (1046-1052) of his 19,000-kilo journey (2,200 
parsangs) he visited Makkah and performed hajj four times. In be- 
tween his four trips to Makkah he studied in Cairo. mainly under 
the Fatimid da‘i (‘caller’) al-Mu’ayyad fi-d-Din Shirazi, and became 
thoroughly imbued in the Shi°ah ?Isma ‘ili doctrines of the Fatimids. 
After six years of studies he was raised to the position of da‘. 
himself and appointed as Hujjat-i Khorasan, and thereafter the pro- 
pogation of ’?Isma ‘ili teaching in his native country became the sole 
object of his life though he was severely persecuted and rejected. 


After many years of wanderings he finally found refuge in 1060 in 
Yamgan in the mountains of Badakhshan (bagaxWoH/;-—i 43), 
where he spent the last decades of his life as a hermit, and in the 
end gathered round him a considerable number of devoted students, 
who handed down his teachings to succeeding generations. 
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Nasir al-Khusro 38, 
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